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PREFACE 
 

 

Honglou Meng is always a topic of great interest. Two articles are dedicated 

to it here. The image of the heroine from the famous novel, from the early 

illustrations to the later media representations, is presented in the inter-

textual and cross-media study “Picturing Lin Daiyu: Honglou Meng Across 

Media” by I-Hsien Wu 吳逸仙. The article surveys the melting image of the 

heroine, offering the reader a grasp of its evolution in the collective imagery 

and the contribution of the artists, as well as assessing the way such imagery 

has been – and is being assumed – through time. I-Hsien Wu is an assistant 

professor in the Department of Classical and Modern Languages and 

Literatures at The City College of New York. 

“The Concept of Qing in Honglou Meng – Historical Inheritance” is the 

first part of  a study by Chunlam Yiu 姚春琳, Research Assistant in the 

School of Chinese at the University of Hong Kong. The essay is an analysis 

crossing both literary inquiry and history of ideas. It starts from the analysis 

of the concept of qing and its evolution, and, through the comparison of the 

personalities of Baoyu and Daiyu, traces back the sources of the concepts of 

qing in this novel to the legacy of Li Zhi’s thought, the Mudan Ting drama, 

and the Qingshi collection.     

On the Liaozhai Zhiyi, the contrast between the chuanqi-type tales of 

enchantment and romance of humans with ghosts or fox spirits, on one hand, 

and the zhiguai-type horror tales, with ugly, frightening, malignant ghosts 

and monsters, on the other, is the topic of “Explorations of Desire: Monsters, 

Horror and Enchantment in Pu Songling’s Liaozhai Zhiyi” by Sarah Dodd, 

Ph.D., Teaching Fellow at the University of Leeds. The article focuses on the 

representation of monsters in the collection, and is inspired by Noel Carroll’s 

Paradoxes of the Heart: The Philosophy of Horror and Jeffrey Jerome 

Cohen’s ‘Monster Theory’. 

Loredana Cesarino, visiting scholar at Shenzhen University of Science 

and Technology, in “Tian Yiheng’s Shi Nüshi and its Influence on the 

Authorship of the Tang Poem ‘Presented to Pei Siqian’”, discusses the 

textual changes that affected the story of the Tang courtesan of Pingkang 

district and the authorship of the poem “Presented to Pei Siqian” 贈裴思謙, 

and in particular textual manipulations that over the centuries altered the 

original anecdote about this poem. Through the analysis of some significant 

passages extracted from primary sources published between the Tang and  

the Qing dynasties, the paper traces the origins of this mistaken attribution to 

the Shi Nüshi 詩女史 (1557). 

An essay between literary criticism and history is the contribution by 

Tsui Winnie Wai, Assistant Professor of the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong, Department of Chinese Language and Literature. “Literary Reactions 
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to the Taiping 太平 Rebellion (1853-1864): A Study of the Poetry of Jiang 

Chunlin 蔣春霖 (1818-1868)” inquiries on the disappointment of literati for the 

disasters of the civil war, Jiang Chunlin’s reflections on the rebellion, and the 

function and styles of expression of shi and ci poetry. 

One of the few studies on Luo Jinxi outside of Chinese and Japanese speaking 

worlds is “Thinking through the Heart of a Child: Luo Jinxi on Body and Ritual”, 

by Zheng Zemian 鄭澤綿, Lecturer in the School of Philosophy at Wuhan 

University. The essay deals with two topics from Luo Jinxi’s philosophy, and 

stresses how Luo appeals to traditional beliefs to secularise Confucian notions 

and elevate mundane values.  

Dandan Chen 陈丹丹, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of History, Department of 

History and Political Science Farmingdale State College, State University of 

New York, is author of  “The Literary Expression of the Self during the Ming-

Qing Transition”. This article intends to contribute to the understanding of the 

self-identity question of literati in the dramatic transition period between the 

two last dynasties. 

    Yufang Chen 陈玉芳, Postdoc in Fudan University in Shanghai, is author of  

“What Was Tolerated? The Reinterpretation of the Edict of Toleration of 1692”. 

The article focuses on  the Jesuits’ own understanding of the Edict of Toleration 

in 1692 and its influence on local missions. 

 A case of cultural and political encounter between China and Russia is 

presented by Gaia Perini (Qinghua University), author of an article on more 

recent history, set at the beginning of the 20
th
 century, titled “‘Angels of 

Vengeance’: The Influence of Russian Anarchist and Nihilist Movements on the 

Chinese Revolutionary Discourse during the Last Decade of the Qing Dynasty” . 

 Very useful especially for those who are interested in Chinese and Russian 

studies are the reflections by Anna Di Toro on the recent publication of the first 

monograph entirely devoted to the manifold forms of the mutual influences 

between the two empires and their reciprocal images, in “The Socio-Cultural 

Interaction between Russia and China in the 17th-early 20th Centuries. Some 

Observations Inspired by a Monograph by Nikolaj Samojlov”. The article can be 

read with great interest not only as a survey of the volume by the Russian 

sinologist, but also for the stimulating comments by a scholar who is competent 

in both cultures. 

 

We finally express our gratitude to Prof. Kang-i Sun Chang 孫康宜  for 

accepting to join the Board of Ming Qing Studies. Prof. Kang-I Sun Chang, 

Malcolm G. Chace ‘56, Professor of East Asian Languages and Literatures at 

Yale University, is in the affiliated faculty of the Department of Comparative 

Literature and is also in the faculty associated with the Women’s, Gender, and 

Sexuality Studies Program. She has served as chair of the Department of East 

Asian Languages and Literatures and Director of Graduate Studies.  
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She is the well known author of a great number of highly acclaimed works 

on Chinese poetry and poets, as well as editor of The Cambridge History of 

Chinese Literature together with Stephen Owen (Cambridge University Press, 

2010). She is now working in a current book project on “Shi Zhecun: A 

Modernist Turned Classicist”. 

 

Paolo Santangelo 





TIAN YIHENG’S SHI NÜSHI AND ITS INFLUENCE 

ON THE AUTHORSHIP OF THE TANG POEM 

“PRESENTED TO PEI SIQIAN” 
 

LOREDANA CESARINO 

(Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University) 
 

 

 

 

 

銀釭斜背解明璫。1
 

A silver oil lamp. 

I bend over and take off my shining earrings. 

 

 

During the Tang 唐 Dynasty (618-907), the capital of Chang’an 長安 housed the 

so-called “District of Peace and Prosperity” (Pingkang Fang 平康坊), a red-

light quarter filled with brothels and courtesans’ dwellings. Also known as the 

“Northern Ward” (Beili 北里), this place was frequently visited by scholars and 

candidates in civil service examinations. The Kaiyuan Tianbao Yishi 開元天寶

遺事 (Forgotten Tales of the Kaiyuan and Tianbao Periods) by Wang Renyu 王

仁裕 (880-956) says about it: 

 

長安有平康坊，妓女所居之地。2
 

 

In Chang’an there is the “District of Peace and Prosperity”, it is the place where 

courtesans dwell. 

 

Among the several courtesans living in this district during the Tang Dynasty was 

a particular courtesan who become famous for her relationship with the scholar 

Pei Siqian 裴思謙.
3
 Unfortunately, her name has never been recorded and she is 

known simply as Pingkang Ji 平康妓, or “Courtesan of Pingkang [district]”. 

According to what is stated under her name in juan 802 of the Quan Tangshi 全

唐詩 (Complete Tang Poems, 1707, hereafter QTS): 

 

                                                        
1 Presented to Pei Siqian 贈裴思謙. Quan Tangshi, 802: 9030. Unless otherwise stated, all 

translations are by the author.  
2 Kaiyuan Tianbao Yishi, 2: 25. 
3 Pei Siqian (Jinshi 進士 838).  
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裴思謙及第後，作紅箋名紙十數幅，詣平康里宿焉。詰旦，一妓賦贈詩 一首。
4
 

Pei Siqian, after passing the imperial examinations, prepared ten sheets of red paper 
5
 

with his name, visited the Pingkang district and there he spent the night. The next day, 

a courtesan composed a poem and presented it [to him as a gift]. 

 
In the QTS, this short inter-text is followed by the poem entitled “Zeng Pei 

Siqian” 贈裴思謙 (Presented to Pei Siqian) to her ascribed. The poem reads:  

 

銀釭斜背解明璫，小語偷聲賀玉郎。 

從此不知蘭麝貴，夜來新惹桂枝香。 

 

A silver oil lamp. I bend over and take off my shining earrings.  

Little words, just whispered, to congratulate my beloved.
6
   

From now on I will not know the value of orchids and musk.   

For when night comes I am stirred by the perfume of a cassia branch.
7
 

  

On the semantic level this poem, with rhymes in the first, second and fourth 

lines (dang 璫, lang 郎, xiang 香), describes a courtesan shut in her private 

apartments caught in the act of taking off a pair of earrings that glow in the light 

of a silver oil lamp. To perform this action she “bends over” (xie bei 斜背) in 

front of the mirror, turning her back to the observer. Taking off one’s earrings, 

just like removing one’s makeup, was an action usually performed in the 

intimate setting of a lady’s private room. In this case, however, the protagonist 

of these lines undresses herself while the scholar is in the same room with her, 

thus showing a great level of intimacy. The intimacy between the lovers grows 

stronger in the second line of the poem, when the courtesan calls the scholar 

                                                        
4 Quan Tangshi, 802: 9030. 
5 These can be compared to modern business cards. During the Tang, in fact, it was common 

for the newly appointed jinshi to visit the red-light district carrying along these “red sheets of 

paper”, either blank or with their name on it, to display their new status.  
6 玉郎 yulang: literally “Jade Lord”. A common expression used by ancient Chinese ladies to 

address their lover and usually translated as “my darling, my beloved”.  
7  In Chinese iconography, the cassia branch is a common metaphor for the successful 

candidates in the imperial examinations and, in particular, for those who – like Pei Siqian – 

won the first place. This final couplet seems to suggest that “from now on” (cong ci 從此), 

the courtesan will surrender herself only to the charms of a scholar who has won the first 

place in the imperial examinations and yet remained simple and humble, i.e. Pei Siqian. The 

image of the cassia branch (gui zhi 桂枝) used by the author comes from the classical allusion 

gui lin yi zhi 桂林一枝 (“a single branch in a forest of cassia trees”) taken from the Jinshu 

晉書  (History of Jin). This literary quotation symbolizes a scholar who, despite having 

succeeded in civil service examinations, continues to behave as “a single branch in a forest of 

cassia trees”, that is to say with modesty and sobriety, like a talented person among many 

others. 
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yulang 玉郎 8
 (“my beloved”) and congratulates him for succeeding in the 

imperial examinations using words “just whispered” (tou sheng 偷聲), probably 

at his ear, thus suggesting that they are very close to each other, not only 

emotionally but also physically.  

 

 

1. The Authorship of the Poem 
 

From the information collected in the QTS, this poem stands out as a quatrain 

written by an anonymous courtesan of the Pingkang district to celebrate the 

success of Pei Siqian in the imperial examinations. Nevertheless, an in-depth 

analysis of primary sources published between the Tang and the Qing dynasties, 

has revealed that this poem had actually been written by Pei Siqian himself.  

The oldest source currently available in which the verses “A silver oil lamp…” 

(yingang 銀釭…) are recorded is the Beili Zhi 北里志 (Anecdotes from the 

Northern Ward) by Sun Qi 孫棨 (late 9
th
 c.). In the appendix entitled “Pei Siqian 

Zhuangyuan” 裴思謙狀元 (Pei Siqian Wins the First Place), they are preceded 

by a brief narration of the events that led to their composition, which states: 

 

裴思謙狀元及第後，作紅箋名紙十數，詣平康里，因宿於里中。因旦賦詩曰：

銀缸[...]。9
 

 

After Pei Siqian had won the first place in the imperial examinations, he prepared ten 

sheets of red paper with his name, visited the Pingkang district and there he spent the 

night. So, at dawn, he composed a poem which reads: “A silver oil lamp […]”.
10

 

 

Thanks to the information provided by this short anecdote we can affirm that, 

contrary to what is stated in juan 802 of the QTS, the poem under investigation 

was actually written by Pei Siqian and not by the anonymous courtesan of 

Pingkang. The story in the Beili Zhi is so clear and straightforward that all the 

primary sources appeared between the 10
th
 and the 16

th
 century used for this 

research attribute the authorship of this poem to the scholar Pei Siqian. Among 

those appeared between the Five Dynasties 五代 (907-960) and the Song 宋 

Dynasty (960-1279) are: 

 

- Tang Zhiyan 唐摭言 (Picked Accounts from the Tang) by Wang Dingbao 

王定保 (870-954), juan 3; 

                                                        
8 See note no. 6. 
9 Beili Zhi, p. 1416. 
10 This is the poem ascribed to the courtesan of Pingkang in juan 802 of the QTS with the title 

Presented to Pei Siqian. 
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- Yinchuang Zalu 吟窗雜錄  (Miscellaneous Records from the Singing 

Window) by Chen Yingxing 陳應行 (12
th
 c.), juan 40;  

- Wanshou Tangren Jueju 万首唐人絕句 (Ten Thousand Quatrains by 

Tang period Poets) by Hong Mai洪邁 (1123-1202), juan 52;  

- Tangshi Jishi 唐詩紀事 (Tang Poetry Chronicle) by Ji Yougong 計有功 

(Jinshi 1121), juan 49 in the paragraph dedicated to Pei Siqian; 

- Quan Tang Shihua 全唐詩話 (Complete Tang Poetry Remarks) by You 

Mao尤袤 (1127-1202), juan 4;  

- Leishuo 類說 (Categorized Tales) by Zeng Zao曾慥 (12
th

 c.), juan 34.  

 

The anonymous book Qunshu Tongyao 群書通要 (General Summary of all 

Types of Literature) published during the Yuan 元  Dynasty (1271-1368) 

continues the tradition of ascribing the poem under investigation to Pei Siqian. 

In a paragraph about the custom of making “business cards on red paper” 

(hongjian mingzhi 紅牋名紙), in fact, the author tells the anecdote of how the 

Tang scholar visited the red-light district of Pingkang with a dozen sheets of red 

paper and there he wrote the lines “A silver oil lamp…”. 

Since all the primary sources appeared in the period between the Tang and 

the Yuan Dynasty consulted for this research ascribe this poem to Pei Siqian, it 

seems likely that the manipulation of the anecdote about its compilation and the 

attribution of its authorship to the anonymous courtesan of Pingkang started 

only during the Ming 明 (1368-1644).  

In the article entitled “Tang Nüshiren Zhenbian” 唐女詩人甄辯 [Examine 

and Discuss Tang Women Poets] published in 2010, professor Chen Shangjun 

陳尚君 argues that the first source to ascribe this poem to the anonymous 

courtesan of Pingkang is the Mingyuan Shigui 名媛詩歸  (Compendium of 

Poetry by Renowned Ladies), a Ming anthology of women’s poetry published 

around 1620 by Zhong Xing 鍾惺 (1574-1624).
11

 However, although in this 

book the poem under investigation is actually ascribed to the courtesan, it is not 

the earliest available source in which this mistaken attribution can be found. The 

investigations carried out for this research have proved, in fact, that there are at 

least two earlier sources in which the anonymous entertainer is presented as the 

author of these verses: the Shi Nüshi 詩女史 (Women Poets, 1557) by Tian 

Yiheng 田藝衡 (1524 - ca. 1574)
12

 and the Gusu Xinke Tongguan Yibian 姑蘇

新刻彤管遺編  (Suzhou’s Newly Carved Remnants from Ladies’ Writing 

Brushes, 1567) by Li Hu 酈琥 (16
th 

c.). 

                                                        
11 Chen Shangjun 2010, p. 18. 
12 Tian Yiheng’s biographical information is scanty. He was born in the year 1524 and lived 

between the Jiajing 嘉靖  era (1522-1566) and the Wanli 萬曆  era (1563-1620), dying 

somewhere around 1574. 
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Tian Yiheng’s Shi Nüshi is commonly believed to be one of the earliest 

extant anthologies of women’s poetry published during the Ming Dynasty.
13

 

According to sources, it was printed in the 36
th

 year of the Jiajing 嘉靖 era 

(1557), namely seventeen years before the editor of the Mingyuan Shigui was 

born. Therefore, contrary to what is stated by professor Chen in his article, the 

earliest available book in which the authorship of the poem under investigation 

is ascribed to the anonymous courtesan of Pingkang is not the Mingyuan Shigui 

but the Shi Nüshi. In juan 8 of this anthology, under the section entitled 

“Pingkang Ji” 平康伎 (Courtesan of Pingkang)
14

, in fact, there is the telling 

anecdote: 

 

裴思謙及第後，作紅牋名紙十數幅，詣平康里宿焉。詰旦，一伎賦詩曰：銀釭

[...]。15
 

 

Pei Siqian, after passing the imperial examinations, prepared ten sheets of red paper 

with his name, visited the district of Pingkang and there he spent the night. The next 

day, a courtesan composed a poem which read: “A silver oil lamp [...]” 

 

Although the verb used in this brief anecdote is fu 賦 (which means both “to 

write, to compose” and “to recite, to declaim”), the interesting thing is that, 

compared to earlier sources, this anthology ascribes the action for the very first 

time to a “courtesan” (ji 伎)
16

 of the Pingkang district and not to Pei Siqian. As 

a matter of fact, while in all the previous sources available nowadays we read:  

 

[…] 因旦，賦詩曰：銀缸 […]。17
 

 

[…] So, at dawn, [Pei Siqian] composed a poem which read: “A silver oil lamp […]” 

 

In Tian’s anthology this part of the anecdote is changed into: 

 

[…] 詰旦，一伎賦詩曰：銀釭 […]。18
 

 

[…] The following day 
19

, a courtesan composed a poem which read: “A silver oil 

lamp […]” 

 

                                                        
13 The Shi Nüshi is preceded only by Zhang Zhixiang’s 張之象 Tongguan Xinbian 彤管新編 

[1554] (Remnants from Ladies’ Writing Brushes). 
14 It is interesting to note that Tian Yiheng, throughout his anthology, uses the character ji 伎 

(artist) to refer to ji 妓 (courtesan).  
15 Shi Nüshi, juan 8. Siku Quanshu Cunmu Congshu, 321: 750. 
16 See note no. 14. 
17 Beili Zhi, p. 1416. 
18 Shi Nüshi, juan 8. Siku Quanshu Cunmu Congshu, 321: 750. 
19 Literally: “next dawn”. 
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As we can see, whether we translate the verb fu as “recited, sung” or “written, 
composed” is not crucial to this analysis. What truly matters here is the fact that 

Tian Yiheng’s anthology is the earliest available source in which the original 

anecdote from the Beili Zhi is changed in a way that makes readers believe that 

such action was actually performed by “a courtesan” and not by the scholar. It is 

interesting to note that, despite this first manipulation on Pei Siqian’s anecdote, 

several sources published after the Shi Nüshi stick to the original version of the 

story and continue to ascribe the poem to the Tang scholar. Among these are, for 

example, the Yaoshantang Waiji 堯山堂外紀 (Unofficial Records from the Hall 

of Yaoshan, juan 34) by Jiang Yikui 蔣一葵 (Jinshi 1594) and the Shantang 

Sikao 山堂肆考 (Extended Investigations of the Mountain Hall, juan 84) by 

Peng Dayi 彭大翼 (1552-1643). 

The custom of assigning the authorship of this poem to the anonymous 

entertainer of Pingkang inaugurated by the Shi Nüshi became widespread only 

after the publication of the Gusu Xinke Tongguan Yibian by Li Hu. 

Published in the first year of the Longqing 隆慶  era (1567), Li Hu’s 

collection is the first anthology where the poem under scrutiny is openly 

ascribed to the anonymous “courtesan” (ji 妓), not only because, just like in the 

Shi Nüshi, it is listed under the heading Courtesan of Pingkang, but also because 

it is preceded by an introduction which leaves no space for misunderstandings 

about its authorship. This introduction reads: 

 

裴思謙及第後，作紅箋名紙十數幅，詣平康里宿焉。詰旦，一妓取紅箋賦詩云：

銀釭 [...]。20
 

 

After passing the imperial examinations, Pei Siqian prepared ten sheets of red paper 

with his name, visited the district of Pingkang and there he spent the night. The next 

day, a courtesan took [one of] those sheets and thereon composed a poem which read: 

“A silver oil lamp [...]” 

 

Clearly, this version of the anecdote is derived from the one included in Tian 

Yiheng’s Shi Nüshi, but it has been further enlarged and edited by Li Hu in a 

way that makes the authorship of the poem impossible to be misunderstood: 

according to this version, in fact, the poem had been written by a courtesan (yi ji 

一妓) who took one of the red sheets of paper (qu hongjian 取紅箋) prepared 

by Pei Siqian and thereon gave vent to her talent.  

The edited version of the anecdote about Pei Siqian and his poem was later 

included in Zhong Xing’s Mingyuan Shigui (1620) and, following the popularity 

of this anthology, it became widely recognized and was thus used in other 

poetical anthologies such as the Shicang Lidai Shixuan 石倉歷代詩選 (Selective 

Anthology of Poetry from Shicang, juan 113) by Cao Xuequan 曹學佺 (1574-

                                                        
20 Gusu Xinke Tongguan Yibian, juan 19. Siku Weishoushu Jikan, 30: 634. 
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1646) and in all the major anthologies of women’s poetry published afterwards, 

such as the Mingyuan Huishi名媛彙詩 (Poetic Retrospective of Famous Ladies, 

ca. 1626) by Zheng Wen’ang 鄭文昂 (17
th
 c.) and the Gujin Nüshi 古今女史 

(Women Poets, Old and New, ca. 1628) by Zhao Shijie 趙世杰 (17
th
 c.). 

In 1707, this version of the story was also inherited by the compilers of the 

QTS who included the anonymous courtesan and the poem allegedly written by 

her in the juan 802 devoted to Tang courtesans’ poetry. The decision to include 

this poem in the QTS appears to be particularly daring because the courtesan of 

Pingkang was not listed in the sections dedicated to women’s poetry of the 

Tangyin Tongqian 唐音統籤 (Complete Notes on Tang Poetry) by Hu Zhenheng 

胡震亨 (1569-1644), nor in the Quan Tangshi Ji Zhenyi Xieben 全唐詩季振宜

寫本 (Ji Zhenyi’s Manuscript of the Complete Tang Poems) by Ji Zhenyi季振

宜 (Jinshi 1647) which, according to Zhou Xunchu 周勛初, were the primary 

sources used to compile it.
21

 It is also interesting to note that, given the 

ambiguity of the information contained in Ming sources, the poem appears twice 

in the QTS: once in juan 802 under the name of the anonymous courtesan of 

Pingkang, entitled Presented to Pei Siqian, and once in juan 542 under the name 

of Pei Siqian, entitled Jidihou Su Pingkang Li 及第後宿平康里 (Lodging in the 

District of Pingkang after passing the Imperial Examinations).
22

  

 

 

2. Further Thinking on Tian Yiheng’s “Shi Nüshi”  
 

As shown from the above analysis, the information listed under the name of the 

courtesan of Pingkang both in juan 802 of the QTS and in other Ming sources is 

not reliable. The reconstruction of the primary sources in which the anecdote 

about Pei Siqian is recorded has proved, in fact, that the verses “A silver oil 

lamp…” had been written by the Tang scholar during the night he spent as a 

successful candidate in civil service examinations in the red-light district of 

Chang’an, and not by an anonymous courtesan. 

The evidence to support this statement is provided by the information 

recorded by Sun Qi in the Beili Zhi towards the end of the Tang Dynasty. As we 

have seen, in fact, in this short book it is clearly stated that the verses under 

scrutiny were written by Pei Siqian. 

This research has also proved that, for several centuries after they made their 

first appearance in the Beili Zhi, the authorship of these verses has never been 

questioned by compilers of poetic anthologies. During the Ming Dynasty, 

however, following the growing interest showed by scholars and readers 

towards women’s poetry, things started to change. In this particular case, things 

started to change in the 36
th

 year of the Jiajing era (1557), when the Shi Nüshi 

                                                        
21 Zhou Xunchu 1980. 
22 Quan Tangshi, 542: 6258. 
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came out in print: in juan 8 of this collection, as we have seen, the anecdote 

about Pei Siqian is presented in a way that makes readers believe that the verses 

“A silver oil lamp…” included therein had been actually written by an 

anonymous courtesan of the pleasure district of Pingkang, in Chang’an.  

But why did this happen? One hypothesis could be that Tian Yiheng 

deliberately altered the anecdote, adding two characters (yi ji 一伎 , “one 

courtesan”) to the original story about Pei Siqian with a precise intention in his 

mind: present an anonymous courtesan as the author of the poem under scrutiny. 

As a matter of fact, in pre-modern China, it wasn’t unusual for editors of poetic 

anthologies to rewrite passages taken from earlier sources, adding or deleting 

some characters, because they believed it was their duty to amend, correct or 

clarify the meaning of ancient books for the sake of contemporary readers’ 

understanding. From this point of view, then, we may guess that Tian Yiheng 

added those two characters simply because he wanted to clarify what he 

probably believed was not very clear in earlier versions of the story – in other 

words, that the verses “A silver oil lamp…” had been written by a courtesan.  

Apparently, in fact, in the late Ming Dynasty there was a rumour saying that 

Tian Yiheng had misread a passage included in the Song booklet entitled 

Shenxue Outan 深雪偶談 (Random Talks in Deep Snow)
23

 and that this was the 

reason why he had rewritten the anecdote about Pei Siqian, ascribing the 

authorship of the poem to the anonymous courtesan. In the last page of the 

Shenxue Outan there is, in fact, a passage where the author Fang Yue 方岳 

(1199-1262) quotes the second couplet of the poem under investigation while 

talking about the habit widespread among Tang courtesans to bestow poems to 

the newly appointed jinshi. The original by Fang Yue reads:  

 
因思唐多才妓，有贈新第士人絕句：“從此不知蘭麝貴，夜來新惹桂枝香”。24

 

 

[…] This makes me think of [the fact] that in the Tang there were many talented 

courtesans, and there was a poem presented to a scholar who had recently passed the 

examinations, [saying]: ‘From now on I will not know the value of orchids and musk. 

For when night comes I am stirred by the perfume of a cassia branch’. 

 

This segment could indirectly intimate that a courtesan had composed the poem 

and “presented it” (zeng 贈 ) to a gentlemen if it were not followed by a 

commentary by the author that says:  
 

殊有風味，使從假倩，當不傳載矣。25
 

 

                                                        
23 Shenxue Outan 深雪偶談 (Random Talks in Deep Snow) is a short shihua 詩話 (“poetry 

talks”) compiled by the Song scholar Fang Yue方岳 (1199-1262). 
24 Shenxue Outan, p. 12.  
25 Ibid.  
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[This line] is quite delightful, [but] it was misappropriated, and [therefore] should not 

be recorded or transmitted.
26

 

 

Although this passage is a little ambiguous on whether the poem was 

misappropriated by a “talented courtesan” (cai ji 才妓) or by a “scholar who 

had recently passed the examinations” (xin di shiren 新第士人), the fact that it 

is part of a larger anecdote about scholars writing poems on and in behalf of 

courtesans seems to suggest that Fang Yue believed the author of this line to be 

a literati and not an entertainer of a red-light district.
27

  

Thus analysed, the idea that Tian Yiheng might have altered the story about 

Pei Siqian (and, consequently, also the authorship of the poem under scrutiny) 

following the few lines quoted above seems rather unlikely and this gives way to 

the hypothesis that, on the contrary, he did not change that anecdote personally.  

This second hypothesis is supported by a writing included in the Qingni 

Lianhua Ji 青泥蓮花記 (Lotus in the Mud, 1600) by Mei Dingzuo 梅鼎祚 

(1549-1615), a friend and contemporary of Tian Yiheng. At the end of juan 10 

entitled to the Tang courtesan Wang Susu 王蘇蘇, after copying the anecdote 

about Pei Siqian taken from the Beili Zhi, in fact, Mei Dingzuo adds the 

following commentary: 

 

[…] 按此詩乃思謙自賦也。田子藝《詩女史》從《深雪偶談》，竟作平康妓詩

遺編，不足論。子藝余友，頗辯博，亦有此誤耶？28
 

 

[…] According to this [anecdote from the Beili Zhi, Pei] Siqian composed the poem 

personally. [The idea that] Tian Ziyi’s
29

 “Shi Nüshi”
 
followed the “Shenxue Outan” 

and went so far as to say that it was a lost work by a courtesan of Pingkang cannot be 

taken into consideration. Ziyi was my friend, he was rather critical and well-read, 

how could he have made such a mistake?
30

 

 

                                                        
26 In some editions of the Shenxue Outan the word shi 使 is replaced by the word da 怛 (“[…]

怛從假倩，當不傳載矣”) and therefore the whole sentence should be translated as: “[…]but 

I fear it may have been misappropriated and [therefore] should not be recorded or 

transmitted”. I would like to thank the blind reviewer of this paper for the helpful and 

valuable comments on the translation of this passage and on the whole paragraph. 
27  It is also interesting to note that, while Fang Yue implies that this poem was 

misappropriated by a courtesan and therefore “should not be transmitted” (dang bu chuan zai 

yi 當不傳載矣), at the same time he seems also to suggest that during the Song Dynasty these 

lines had already been ascribed to a courtesan: in the first part of this passage he says, in fact, 

that the poem “was presented” (zeng 贈) to a scholar. 
28 Qingni Lianhua Ji, 10: 199-200. 
29 Tian Yiheng, courtesy name Ziyi 子藝. 
30 This last sentence could also be translated as: “How could he have made such a mistake!”, 

implying that Mei Dingzuo was simply bewailing the fact that his erudite friend Tian Ziyi had 

made such a mistake. However, considering the passage in its entirety, it seems more likely 

that Mei was defending his friend from a false accuse, rather than commiserate him.  
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As we can see, in this passage Mei Dingzuo suggests that the idea that Tian 

Yiheng had misread the information included in the Shenxue Outan presented 

above, wrongly believing that the couplet quoted by Fang Yue had actually been 

written by one of the “several talented courtesan of the Tang Dynasty” (Tang 

duo cai ji 唐多才妓), cannot be trusted. His friend, he says, was “rather critical 

and well-read” (po bian bo 頗辯博) and it is unlikely that he had made such a 

mistake in evaluating a poem clearly belonging to the lyrical tradition of the 

newly appointed jinshi visiting the red-light district of Chang’an. To stress this 

last point Mei concludes his commentary with a reference to the Tang scholar 

Zheng Hejing 鄭合敬 and the poem he also wrote after a night spent in the 

district of Pingkang celebrating his success in the imperial examinations.
31

 The 

title of Zheng’s poem is “Jidihou Su Pingkang Li” 及第後宿平康里 (Lodging in 

Pingkang District after passing the Imperial Examination) and it is identical to 

the one used in juan 52 of Hong Mai’s “Wanshou Tangren Jueju” for Pei 

Siqian’s poem.  

The statement by Mei Dingzuo in defence of his friend supports the 

hypothesis that Tian Yiheng might not have changed the original anecdote about 

Pei Siqian personally. Consequently, if he didn’t do it, then he might have 

inherited the mistaken attribution from another source. This hypothesis is also 

strengthened by the following passage taken from Tian Yiheng’s own Preface to 

the Shi Nüshi in which he says: 

 

乃探頥索隱剔粹瘦竒人有善而必彰言無微而不齒。 

 

I have sought in every possible place for the pure and the unusual. I have tried to give 

every good thing its due recognition and have not refrained from recording any 

words, however few and scanty they may be.
32

 

 

From this few characters we can see that Tian Yiheng’s job was mainly inspired 

“by the curatorial function of anthology making”.
33

 The editor of the Shi Nüshi, 
in fact, seems to have been more involved in the art of collecting, compiling and 

transcribing data from earlier sources than in the art of creative writing. This 

might be taken as evidence that he did not alter the anecdote under investigation 

personally, but, conversely, that he might have inherited it from another source. 

However, since this source has not been found in any database or book used for 

this research, unfortunately it might be an oral source or a book already vanished 

or forgotten.  

 

                                                        
31 Mei clearly derived this passage from juan 3 of Wang Dingbao’s Tang Zhiyan, where Pei 

Siqian’s anecdote is immediately followed by an almost identical one about the Tang scholar 

Zheng Hejing (Jinshi 875). 
32 Translation by Zhang Longxi. Chang and Haun 1999, p. 735. 
33 Widmer and Chang 1997, p. 148. 



Tian Yiheng’s Shi Nüshi and Its Influence   23 

 

Conclusions 
 

The Shi Nüshi is one of the earliest anthologies of women’s poetry appeared 

during the Ming Dynasty, as well as the earliest source available nowadays in 

which the verses “A silver oil lamp…” are ascribed to the anonymous courtesan 

of Pingkang. But whether Tian Yiheng is truly the one responsible of this 

erroneous ascription or not is still an open question.  

Unfortunately, due to the nature of his book and to the scanty information 

recorded in the primary sources, answering this question with scientific certainty 

is almost an impossible task. The information retrieved during this research, 

however, leads us to lean toward the hypothesis that Tian Yiheng did not change 

Pei Siqian’s anecdote (and, consequently, the authorship of the poem) personally. 

This hypothesis is supported not only by the few lines in his defense written by 

Mei Dingzuo in which he says that, being a “rather critical and well-read” 

scholar, Ziyi could not have made such a mistake, but also by the passage from 

the author’s own Preface to the Shi Nüshi quoted above which lets us infer that 

Tian Yiheng simply collected and rearranged data from other sources rather than 

writing from scratch.  

Some interesting information useful to support this hypothesis also comes 

from the Siku Quanshu Zongmu Tiyao 四庫全書總目提要 (Abstracts of the 

Works in the Imperial Library of the Four Treasuries, 1793). In the entry about 

the Shi Nüshi included in juan 192 of this collection, in fact, the chief editor Ji 

Yun 纪昀 (1724-1805) wrote:  

 

是書採錄閨閣之詩，上起古初，下迄明代。[…] 採摭頗富，而考證太疏。[…]

藝衡未必至此，毋乃書肆所托名耶？34
 

 

This book
35

 records women’s poetry from ancient times to the Ming Dynasty. […] 

The collection is rather rich but it is not very reliable. […] Tian Yiheng could not 

have gone so far:
36

 couldn’t it be that some print house has taken advantage of his 

name? 

 

The last sentence of this short bibliographic description is very interesting. It 

refers to the fact that in the late Ming Dynasty, following the rise of the printing 

industry and of readers’ new-born interest towards female literature, private 

publishing houses and bookshops (shusi 書肆) were often putting on the market 

anthologies of women’s poetry of low or average quality and, in the attempt of 

selling more copies, they were publishing them under the false name of well-

                                                        
34  Siku Quanshu Zongmu Tiyao, juan 192. On-line reference fully available at the URL 

http://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=en&chapter=725327#. 
35 The Shi Nüshi. 
36 He could have not made so many mistakes. 

http://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=en&chapter=725327
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established scholars. In this regard, the modern scholar Chen Guanghong says 

that all the anthologies of women’s poetry appeared from the Jiajing era (1522-

1566) onwards: 

 

[…] 帶有明顯的書肆特徵與濃重的商業化意味。37
 

 

[…] bear distinctive features of print houses and have a strong commercial 

implication.  

 

In his article, Chen continues by saying that in his Juyilu 居易錄 (Records of 

Residing in Change), Wang Shizhen 王士禎  (1634-1711) had already 

recognized Zhong Xing’s Mingyuan Shigui as a counterfeited work published by 

a shop owner under a false name.
38

  

With this information at hand and considering the clause by Ji Yun quoted 

above, this might be also the case of the Shi Nüshi. Unfortunately, nowadays we 

don’t have enough data to confirm or question with absolute certainty the 

conjecture posed by Ji Yun in the Siku Quanshu Zongmu Tiyao and probably we 

never will. Nevertheless, we may conclude that, if the Shi Nüshi is certainly the 

first book to ascribe the verses “A silver oil lamp…” to the anonymous 

courtesan of Pingkang, the information provided from the primary sources 

presented in this paper allows us to lean towards the hypothesis that Tian 

Yiheng was not the real editor of the Shi Nüshi and consequently, that he is not 

directly responsible for the mistaken attribution discussed in these pages, an 

attribution which later resulted in the creation of a poetic identity that apparently 

never truly existed.  
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Introduction 
 

This paper examines how Han elites represented themselves during the dynastic 

transition from the Ming to the Qing. Those who followed the loyalist tradition 

chose to live an ascetic life after the downfall of the Ming Dynasty, and their 

writings expressed something like endless sighs over the past and the present. 

Those who chose to become officials with the Qing Dynasty also were given to 

bitter feelings and writing endless confessionals about their betrayals of 

Confucian ethics. In their distress, all these men of letters obsessively wrote 

about themselves in various genres—zizhuan (autobiography), ziwei muzhi ming 

(self-composed epitaphs), and ziti xiang (notes on one’s self-portrait).
2
 A variety 

of motifs shaped their writings. First, they expressed regret at being alive instead 

of having committed suicide when the Ming was replaced by the Manchu Qing, 

which they considered a barbaric regime. Shame became a keyword in their 

essays, and expressions of shame were intertwined with questioning their self-

image. Second, their writing often involved renaming the old self. Some, such as 

Wu Weiye 吳偉業 (1609-1672), narrowed their identity to that of poet out of 

shame at serving as an official in the foreign dynasty; some, like Zhang Dai 張

岱 (1597-1684),
3
 simply called themselves yeren (men of the wilderness). Some 

were unable to any longer consider themselves real monks or Confucian 

                                                 
1 The first version of this paper in Chinese was written in 2002, when quite a few scholarly 

works I cite in this paper had not been produced yet. 
2 In the “Introduction” to Trauma and Transcendence in Early Qing Literature, Wai-yee Li 

gives these genres a collective name––“the genres of ‘self-elegy’”. Li also mentions “the 

poem or essay on sacrificial offerings for oneself (ziji shi 自祭诗, ziji wen 自祭文), the tomb 

vault account prepared while one is still alive (shengkuang zizhi 生壙自志), and the colophon 

on one’s final portrait (ziti yixiang 自題遺像)”. See Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, p. 4.  
3 In Qingdai Renwu Shengzu Nianbiao 清代人物生卒年表 [Chronological Tables of the 

Birth and Death of People in the Qing Dynasty], the author marks Zhang Dai’s birth and death 

dates as such. Here I follow his usage. See Jiang Qingbo 2005, p. 377. Stephen Owen reckons 

Zhang’s birth and death dates as “circa 1597-after 1671”. (Owen 1986, p. 134). Jonathan 

Spence has them as 1597-?1680 (Spence 2007); see “The Zhang Family Tree” illustration 

after “Acknowledgment” and before “Prologue”. 
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scholars. This self-doubt was crystallized in the various humiliating names they 

chose for themselves. Third, their writings were filled with anxiety about time. 

These writings present a suspension of linear time: by focusing on various types 

of place related to the past dynasty, they spatialize time. This concern was 

manifested in the writing of memory and history. The literati’s anxiety about 

time bled into anxiety about their image in history. Here poetry and history met 

because the poetics of writing the self had combined with writing history, both 

of which speak to the shishi (poetry-history) tradition. Fourth, the writing of the 

self during the dynastic transition was a kind of writing toward death, which is 

why so many literati chose to compose inscriptions for their own gravestones. 

Whether they lived as traitors or loyalists, going on after the cataclysm of 

dynastic change was considered similar to or worse than dying, and writing for 

Han elites became not only a kind of confession, but also a way to redeem 

themselves. 

 

 

1. The Question of the Self 
 

The vast cultural conflicts brought about by the transition from the Ming to the 

Qing Dynasty also provoked conflicts of self-identification among the literati of 

that period, and the late-Ming literary aesthetic of “speaking one’s heart” (du 

shu xing ling) brought many voices together in a kind of collective self-

expression. No generation of literati in any previous dynasty had such facility 

for self-expression through writing. The vigor and spiritedness characteristic of 

the late Qing literati, while visible in the Ming-Qing transition, was in this 

earlier era colored by a hopeless sorrow. Of course, it had not always been so – 

when had there ever been a richer appreciation for vitality than in the late Ming 

– yet as everything came apart and “the masts and oars crumbled into dust”, the 

ardor of the literati fell into the pained silence of solitary exiles. With half their 

lives already past, the late-Ming literati seem to have been even more pitiable 

than their counterparts in the late Qing. But what seems bitterest was not the 

damping of the vivacity and audacious brilliance they once showed, but their 

decision to “don the grey kasaya and become a monk” (披壞色衣，作除饉男) 

and the loneliness that crept across their faces after a night of drinking and 

singing. They once strove to be colorful individuals,
4
 but when that color had 

faded irrevocably, the starkness of the contrast revealed the depth of their 

sensitivity to the human condition. A trajectory from splendor to destitution 

fairly describes the transformation of these scholars’ lives.  

                                                 
4 Accounts of larger-than-life characters during the Ming are plentiful. The “Zhang Zilie” (張

自烈 ) chapter of Huang Zongxi’s 黃宗羲  (1610-1695) Sijiu Lu 思舊錄  [Record of 

Recollections] says of Hou Fangyu 侯方域: “Whenever Chaozong [Hou Fangyu] invited 

friends to have a drink, he always had courtesans to be accompanied” (朝宗侑酒，必以红裙). 

See Huang Zongxi Quanji, Vol. 1, p. 359. 
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Scholarship to date has explored different aspects of literati and their lives in 

the Ming-Qing transition. Zhuanbian zhong de Wenhua Jiyi: Zhongguo yu 

Zhoubian 轉變中的文化記憶 : 中國與周邊  (Evolving Cultural Memory in 

China and her Neighbours), edited by Zhuoran Li 李焯然 and Ping-chen Hsiung

熊秉真, includes papers on history and memory in the Ming-Qing period. Paolo 

Santangelo’s “Collective and Individual Memory, a Mirror of Ming-Qing Social 

Life”, one chapter in this book, approaches the issues of emotions by examining 

collective and individual memories reflected in Ming-Qing literature. He 

especially calls attention to the two ways memory is used:  

 
as positive for identity, cohesion, and security or negatively as a cause of intolerance, 

diffidence, aggression, disintegration or vendetta, the torturing oppression of past 

ghost.
5
 

 

Jonathan Spence reconstructs the life world of Zhang Dai by following Zhang’s 

own accounts, but does not really examine his textual construction of the self. 

Zhao Yuan’s 趙園 fascinating book Mingqing Zhiji Shidafu Yanjiu 明清之際士

大夫研究 [Studies on the Ming-Qing Men of Letters] is a deep investigation of 

the spiritual world of the Han literati after the downfall of the Ming Dynasty, 

but she somehow neglects the voices of women writers of the era. Trauma and 

Transcendence in Early Qing Literature, edited by Wilt L. Idema, Wai-Yee Li, 

and Ellen Widmer, provides a comprehensive treatment of the issues related to 

Ming loyalists in the early Qing. Wai-Yee Li’s “Introduction” covers the most 

significant topics, such as the differentiation between “remnant subject” and 

“eremitic subjects”, the relation between literature and history, and the various 

types of self-accounts. But Li’s narrative seems only to open doors to these 

topics rather than reveal conclusions. The other chapters in this collection all 

provide fascinating observations on topics such as “history and memory”, 

“loyalism, exile, poetry” and the literati’s “dreaming of the past”, however, they 

do not directly examine literati self-accounts and the mentalities reflected in 

those accounts. Yang Jinlong 楊晉龍 in his “Qian Qianyi Shici Xiezuo zhong de 

Shenti Xiezuo jiqi Ziwo Shutan” 錢謙益詩詞寫作中的身體寫作及其自我觀述

探 [On the Bodily Writing and View of the Self in Qian Qianyi’s Poems and Ci 

Poems] tries to capture how Qian’s bodily writings led to his self-construction 

and reactions to public affairs. Yang provides detailed examples of descriptions 

of parts of the body in Qian’s literary works, although his arguments do not go 

beyond previous scholarship.
6
 

Among the books on women writers, Writing Women in Late Imperial China, 

edited by Ellen Widmer and Kang-I Sun Chang, mainly focuses on courtesans 

and “cloistered women of established families”. The topics of this book are 

                                                 
5 Li and Hsiung 2008, p. 64. 
6 See Wang Ayling 2009, pp. 261-308.  
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based on feminine images, voices, ideals, desires, and gender roles, but lack the 

dimensions of grand history. Although a chapter entitled “Changing the Subject: 

Gender and Self-inscription in Authors’ Prefaces and Shi Poetry” examines 

“women’s self-representation in their authors’ prefaces to collected writings”,
7
 it 

still focuses on the tension between women writers’ gendered self-accounts and 

the preface as a genre. Thus, it does not investigate women’s self-narrations in 

dialogue with discourses beyond the gender domain. Another chapter “Ming 

Loyalism and the Woman’s Voice in Fiction After Honglou Meng” examines 

the writings of one female writer Wang Duanshu 王端淑 (1621-ca.1706), the 

wife of Ming loyalist Ding Shengzhao. The chapter clearly shows how Wang 

wrote about Ming loyalists such as her husband in her biographical works. 

However, it does not approach this problem from the perspective of narration 

and especially self-narration. It is interesting that Wang provided a description 

of the public image of male loyalists but neglected those of their female partners. 

The fact that Wang gladly agreed to republish some of her biographical works 

under the name of the male writer Zhang Dai, her husband’s friend,
8
 suggests 

that Wang was eager that her writings be seen to constitute a collective portrait 

of men of letters after the fall of Ming, even though she was a female writer. 

Wai-yee Li’s Women and National Trauma in Late Imperial Chinese 
Literature, insightfully parallels “male voices appropriating feminine diction” 

and “female voices appropriating masculine diction”, with an emphasis on how 

women’s self-narrative crossed gender boundaries and how “traditional gender 

roles became intertwined with political engagement”.
9
 However, she does not 

fully investigate how male literati created their self-images.  

The Inner Quarters and Beyond aims to transcend the domestic domain – the 

so-called “inner quarters”. Thus, the four parts go from focuses “in the domestic 

realm” (Part 1) to “larger horizons: editing and its implications” (Part 2) and try 

to explore “beyond prescribed roles”, examining the personal as the political – 

how women responded to the outside world (Part 4). However, most chapters in 

this book do not investigate the self-reflective writings of women as responses to 

the dynastic change from the Ming to the Qing. For example, the chapter “Chan 

Friends: Poetic Exchanges between Gentry Women and Buddhist Nuns in 

Seventeenth-Century China” considers female narratives as if they were written 

in a trans-historical context. There are not many accounts of the era and the 

outside world. One of the chapters in Part 2, entitled “Women Writers and 

Gender Boundaries during the Ming-Qing Transition”, written by Wai-yee Li, 

focuses on the writings of women in the Ming-Qing transition, and this might be 

the only chapter that approaches women’s writing about themselves directly. Li 

inspiringly indicates that 

                                                 
7 Widmer and Chang 1997, p. 175. 
8 Ibid., p. 370.  
9 Li Wai-yee 2014, p. 100.  
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some women writers self-consciously developed a martial, heroic self-image and 

explored the idea of fluid gender boundaries.
10

  

 

But Li’s focus is still gender boundaries and does not go beyond the vision of 

gender studies. When treating how women writers understood and remembered 

the turmoil of the Ming-Qing transition, Li’s approach is limited to the 

contradiction between gender roles and political engagement. In my opinion, the 

dialogue between women’s accounts of their experiences and the grand 

discourses at that time deserves further investigation from other perspectives 

other than those of gender studies. For example, treatment of the mentalities of 

“female remnant subjects” could go deeper than simply claiming “the 

designation of ‘female remnant subject’ placed a woman beyond gender-specific 

virtue”.
11

 While my paper’s focus is still the collective expressions of men of 

letters as part of the political, ethical, and cultural practices of Confucianism 

undertaken by the entire gentry class in this difficult transitional period, I hope 

to cross the gender boundaries in future research and treat the accounts of male 

and female writers equally, with an emphasis on their writings about their 

identities and the dialogue of those texts with the political and social 

transformations of the time.  

Beyond Exemplar Tales: Women’s Biography in Chinese History provides a 

historical mapping of the biographies written in various periods, with most 

chapters covering the premodern period and one focusing on the modern era. All 

the essays focus on gender issues rather than women’s constructions of the self 

in their biographical or autobiographical writings. Chapter 13, entitled “The 

Biographical and Autobiographical in Bo Shaojun’s One Hundred Poems 

Lamenting My Husband”, written by Wilt L. Idema, provides a close reading of 

this late Ming woman’s writings. One of the major questions the author 

addresses is  

 
to what extent did literate women cross over from lamentations in verse to the more 

public forms of prose biography in the seventeenth century and later?
12

  

 

Idema also mentions women writing biographies in early Qing, but his concern 

is more on literary forms as intertwined with gender differences, especially the 

special genre of women-penned biographies. Similarly, Ellen Widmer’s 

“Women as Biographers in Mid-Qing Jiangnan” is mainly concerned with 

female engagement in the production of zhuan (biography), which was 

commonly considered a “public and formal genre” in the premodern literary 

tradition.
13

 

                                                 
10 Li Wai-yee 2010, p. 179.  
11 Ibid., p. 180. 
12 Judge and Hu 2011, p. 244. 
13 Ibid., p. 246. 
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There are two collections of autobiographical writings. One is Lidai 

Zixuzhuan Wenchao 歷代自敘傳文鈔 [The Anthology of Autobiographies]; the 

other is Mingren Zizhuan Wenchao 明人自傳文鈔  [Anthology of Ming 

Autobiographies]. The former has two volumes, each of which divides the 

autobiographical writings in the history of Chinese literature into four categories. 

The first volume includes the following categories: 1) self-accounts as 

independent essays 單篇獨立的自序; 2) self-accounts attached to other works

附於著作的自序; 3) autobiographies 自傳; 4) self-composed epitaphs 自作墓

誌銘. The second volume includes the following categories: 1) self-accounts in 

letters書牘體的自敘; 2) self-accounts in the forms of ci (verse), fu (rhapsody or 

poetic exposition), and poetry 辭賦體與詩歌體的自敘; 3) self-accounts in the 

genre of funeral oration or miscellany, as well as attached to paintings哀祭體雜

記體及附於圖畫中的自敘; 4) self-accounts as zizhuang (self-descriptions), 

zisong (self-criticism), and zizan (self-eulogy) 自狀自訟與自贊. It is clear that 

the categories in the first volume are differentiated on the basis of the nature or 

forms of writing, while those of the second volume are differentiated according 

to established genres.  

Based on the scholarship and collections of self-accounts mentioned above, 

my paper will transcend the genre boundaries to focus on the mentality of Han 

literati, men and women, during the Ming-Qing transition. By close reading of 

their texts and engaging with secondary scholarship, I aim to reveal the 

complexity of their spiritual world after the downfall of the Ming Dynasty.           

In The Confucian’s Progress: Autobiographical Writings in Traditional 

China, Pei-Yi Wu calls attention to Chinese autobiography’s “close and long 

association with Chinese biography”.
14

 Wu argues that “Chinese 

autobiography imitates Chinese biography almost slavishly”. This is one 

reason why I compare biographical and autobiographical writings to explore 

just how literati’s self-images are referenced or asserted in these writings. 

Wu calls attention to another interesting set of parallels: “Chinese 

autobiography’s subservience to biography” and “Chinese biography’s 

subservience to historiography”. Following this intriguing lead, I will link 

(auto) biography and history in the following parts to reveal literati anxieties 

about their image in history.  
 

 

2. Self-Pity and Self-Portraiture 
 

When we examine the image of the literati during the Ming-Qing transition, the 

first item on which we naturally focus is their (auto) biographical writings. 

While it is certainly true that any work of literature will communicate an 

                                                 
14 Wu Pei-Yi 1990, p. 3. 
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impression of its author, by zeroing in on self-narration, we emphasize aspects 

of representation related to self-reflection, recollection, imagination, and the 

creation of a self-image. The literati of the Ming-Qing transition were far more 

prolific in this self-narration than any of their predecessors,
15

 not only because 

dynastic change presented them with more and deeper misfortunes, but also 

because the fragmentation of the country crushed both the collective spirit of the 

literate class and their individual sense of integrity. When, to paraphrase Li Bai, 

they “waved and parted ways” (揮手自茲去), they left more than their territory, 

the past, and the foreseeable future – they were parted from themselves and the 

entire world to which they belonged. An entire class fell with the Ming. Those 

who tried to attain salvation or absolution could only converse with themselves, 

or mutter in quiet soliloquy.  

In truth, self-expression for the literati of the Ming-Qing transition period 

was much more difficult than it had been for their ancestors. That difficulty was 

closely intertwined with their self-identification crisis. When they had to 

reformulate their identity in a new dynasty, they inevitably ended up feeling 

some level of embarrassment. In the past their position as literati-officials had 

been clearly defined and confirmed within the structure of the Confucian 

politico-value system, but this assumption was radically tested once the surety of 

that system was destroyed with the downfall of the Ming. When the Confucian 

lebenswelt collapsed, the literati lost their footing in the elite circles they had 

predominated for generations. Thus, in their writings about themselves, they 

obsessively questioned their own identity and expressed bitterness at the loss of 

self-assertion. Gui Zhuang 歸莊 (1613-1673) quoted from his friend Huang 

Yunsheng that “it is shameful to be a man of letters” in his “Ba Huang 

Yunsheng Shu Juan” 跋黃蘊生書卷  (Postscript to Huang Yunsheng’s 

Collection of Calligraphy),
16

 and Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613-1682) echoed him in 

his “Yu Ren Shu Shiba” 與人書十八 [Letter to a Friend, No. 18]:  

 

一為文人，便無足觀。 

 

Becoming a man of letters makes one disgraced.
17

 

 

This sort of self-dismissal was not entirely motivated by anger but also by 

dismay at being devalued. At the end of his life, the scholar-official Wu Weiye, 

who went on to serve in the new dynasty, expressed his regrets thus:  

 

忍死偷生廿載餘，而今罪孽怎消除！受恩欠債須填補，總比鴻毛也不如。 

                                                 
15 The prolific production of self-narration in the Ming-Qing transition was also rooted in the 

tendency of the Ming literature, which was closely related to the rise of individualism in the 

late Ming due to the social economic development. 
16 Gui Zhuang Ji, p. 280. 
17 Gu Tinglin Shiwen Ji, p. 6. Gu Yanwu was also known as Gu Tinglin.  
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I have endured these twenty undeserved years of life, but my crimes will never be 

erased! Debts of gratitude, like debts of gold, must be repaid; in the end, [my life is] 

not even as substantial as a swan’s feather.
18

  

 

In addition, his will makes the following stipulations, according to Gu Mei’s 顧

湄  “Wu Meicun Xiansheng Xingzhuang” 吳梅村先生行狀  [Biography of 

Master Wu Meicun]: 

 

吾死後, 斂以僧裝，葬吾於鄧尉、靈巖相近，墓前立一圓石，題曰：“詩人吳梅

村之 墓”，勿作祠 堂，勿乞銘於人。 

 

After I am dead, clothe me simply in monk’s robes and bury me near the cemetery 

garden on Deng Wei mountain. Set a garden stone before my grave, engraved with 

these words: “The grave of the poet Wu Meicun”. Do not build a ceremonial hall, 

and do not solicit epitaphs from others.
19

 

 

This sort of anxious self-diminishment clearly highlights Wu’s wish to be 

invisible compared to the traditions of his class, a feeling shared by other literati 

of the period. Zhou Lianggong 周亮工 (1612-1672) remarked to his friend Chen 

Yuanshu in his “Yu Chen Yuanshu” 與陳原舒 [A Letter to Chen Yuanshu]:  

 

某蓋負辱人，賤行於世者也，大人先生既擯之，放逐之，而酒人詩伴如原舒又

不屑於噲伍, 然則某終何歸乎？ 

 

I carry shame and go basely through this world. Noble men and gentlemen reject me 

and drive me away, while the friends I drank and wrote poetry with, like Yuanshu, no 

longer care to be associated with me. And yet where am I to go in the end?
20

 

 

This feeling of homelessness was not restricted to scholars who served both 

dynasties. In the preface to his renowned Tao’an Mengyi 陶庵夢憶 (Tao’an’s 

Dream Memories), Zhang Dai says: 

 

陶菴國破家亡,21無所歸止,披發入山,駴駴為野人。22
 

 

Chang Tai’s state fell, his family was destroyed, and he had nowhere to go. So he let 

his hair hang wild and went off into the mountains to become a frightening men of 

the wilderness.
23

 

                                                 
18 See “Meicun Bingzhong Shi” 梅村病中詩, in Chibei Outan, 11: 265.  
19 Wu Meicun Quanji, p. 1406. Meicun was Wu Weiye’s pseudonym.  
20 Laigu Tang Ji, p. 377. 
21 Zhang Dai’s first name ‘An’ is written as 菴 instead of 庵 in the original quote.  
22 Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, p. 110. In this paper, if a primary source published in mainland China 

after 1949 uses fanti zi, I will follow the original text. 
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‘Men of the wilderness’ (yeren) refers to people who possess none of the 

accomplishments of civilization. By taking on this identity Zhang Dai reveals 

the depth of his despair at the loss of his homeland. Since many literati felt that 

it had become impossible for them to remain scholar-officials with the 

establishment of the Manchu regime, they preferred to completely abandon all 

the Confucian labels they had proudly embraced in the past. As the country 

changed hands, what was once the “land of romance” became “no good place to 

die”. Gui Zhuang now complained, “it isn’t my soil”,
24

 while Wang Fuzhi 王夫

之 (1619-1692) states in “Chuanshan Ji” 船山記 [Record of Boat Mountain], 

 

跼天之傾，蹐地之坼，扶寸之土不能信為吾有。 

 

after the fall of revered skies and the splitting of our beloved earth, I cannot feel even 

an inch of land to be mine.
25

  

 

Scholars not only lost the value system on which they relied, their very right to 

survival was challenged, which deepened their identity crisis.
26

 While Fu Shan 

傅山 (1607-1684) asked, “is there any moment now when I could not die?”,
27

 

Qu Dajun 屈大均 (1630-1696) wrote:  

 

夫君父之仇一日不報，即一日不可以生，一日之生，即一日之死也。 

 

Every day that goes by without taking revenge for the death of our lord is a day when 

one cannot live. Each day of this life is a day of dying.
28

 

 

Excepting the gravest, most direct method of expression, “revealing one’s will 

by dying” (一死以明志), neither religious nor secular methods of retreat could 

provide respite from the painfully embarrassing question of belonging. In his 

“Da Pan Meiyan Shu” 答潘美巖書 [Response to Pan Meiyan], Lü Liuliang 呂留

良 (1629-1683) claims he has  

 

自作村野酒肉和尚而已。 

 

become merely a wine-drinking, meat-eating village monk.
29

  

                                                                                                                   
23 Owen 1986, p. 134. Owen writes Zhang Dai’s name as Chang Tai and his book’s title as 

T’ao-an’s Dream Memories. 
24 “Ba Deng Lou Fu” 跋登樓賦, in Gui Zhuang Ji, p. 282.  
25 “Chuanshan Ji”, in Chuanshan Quanshu, Vol. 10, p. 128. 
26 As Wai-yee Li has argued, such writings “proclaim that survival is but a way of dying […]” 

See Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, “Introduction” p. 4. 
27 “Jishi Zhoucheng Xiansheng” 寄示周程先生, in Shuang Hong Kan Ji, p. 638.  
28 “Shunde Jishi Yanye Chengong Zhuan” 順德給事巖野陳公傳, in Wengshan Yiwen Ji. 

Please also see Zhao 1999, p.39. 
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In his elegiac poem, “Ziti Sengzhuang Xiangzan” 自題僧裝像贊 [Self-Portrait 

in Monk’s Attire], he writes: 

 

僧乎？不僧而不得謂之僧。俗乎？不俗亦原不可概謂之俗。不參宗門，不講義

路錄，既科唄之茫然，亦戒律之難縛。有妻有子，吃酒吃肉。奈何衲綴領方，

短髮頂禿？儒者曰：是殆異端。釋者曰：非我眷屬。[…] 

 

Being a monk? If one does not act like a monk, one cannot be called a monk. 

Leading the lay life? One likewise cannot really be called a layman if one doesn’t act 

as one. I don’t pursue the great truths, nor discuss the recorded sayings. I don’t know 

how to chant and am hardly restrained by the precepts. I have a wife and children, I 

eat meat and drink wine. My cassock is patched, my collar straight, my hair short and 

my head bald, but what then? The Confucians say: He is a heretic. The Buddhists say: 

He is not of my house […]
30

  
 

Under his jocularity we also sense a kind of understated pain. As was the 

common thinking among the literati,  

 

俗固难言，僧亦可耻。 

 

being a layman is hard to justify; becoming a monk is also shameful.
31

  

 

Men who were unwilling to be the “objects of a foreign ruler” (異姓之臣) 

ironically became willing to be “disciplines of a foreign master” (異姓之子).
32

 

Becoming disciplines of a foreign master means becoming disciplines of a 

foreign religion. Here, the foreign religion refers to Buddhism, as opposite to 

Confucianism, which was considered a non-foreign ethical system. Caught 

between life and death, scholars like Lü Liuliang had nowhere to anchor 

themselves. 

Shi Runzhang 施閏章 (1619-1683) expresses similar feelings about this 

dilemma in his “Wu Fangweng Ji Xu” 吳舫翁集序 [Preface to Works of Wu 

Fangweng]: 

 

夫藥公非僧也，卒以僧老，其於儒言儒行，無須臾忘也。舫翁跡溷僧，而儒言

儒行未之或改也。二人者其皆有托而逃邪？ 

 

                                                                                                                   
29 Lü Liuliang Shiwen Ji, p. 54. Please also see Zhao 1999, p.355, footnote 3. 
30 Ibid., p. 158. Please also see Zhao 1999, p.355, footnote 3. 
31 “Fa Zhong Ming” 髮冢銘 (essay 1 of 10), Chunjiu Tang Wencun, 4: 6, in Congshu Jicheng 

Xubian, p. 986. 
32 “Qi Guai” 七怪, in Huang Zongxi Quanji, Vol. 10, p. 631. Please also see Zhao 1999, 

p.355, footnote 3. 
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Thus, Father Medicine [Fang Yizhi] was no monk. Though he lived as a monk into 

old age, he did not immediately forget his Confucian manner. Father Fang (Wu Yun) 

followed the path of a vulgar monk, but some aspects of his Confucian manner did 

not change. Wouldn’t there be other implications behind these two men’s escape into 

Buddhism?
33

 

 

If Fang Yizhi 方以智 (1611-1671) managed to preserve his Confucian spirit 

behind a Buddhist mask, Quan Zuwang 全祖望 (1705-1755) calls attention to 

the hidden loyalism behind the literati’s Buddhist practice. In his “Nanyue 

Heshang Tuiweng Di’er Bei” 南嶽和尚退翁第二碑  [The Second Stele 

Inscription for the Father Hermit of Nanyue] he wrote:  

 

易姓之交，諸遺民多隱於浮屠，其人不肯以浮屠自待，宜也。退翁本國難以前

之浮屠，而耿耿別有至性，遂為浮屠中之遺民，以收拾殘山剩水之局，不亦奇

乎？故予之為斯文也，不言退翁之禪，而言其大節 […] 

 
During the transition, many loyalists disguised them as Buddhists. It is quite 

understandable that they were unwilling to identify themselves as Buddhists. This is 

correct. Father Hermit was a Buddhist before the dynasty’s fall, yet was a man of 

strong, spirited character, he therefore became a loyalist-Buddhist, in order to gather 

up the remains of what had been destroyed. Isn’t that amazing? I write this essay, 

therefore, not to speak of the man’s Zen learning, but of his great moral principle.
34

 

 

Given the contemporary attitude that “running to Zen was running from death”, 

that the author worked this hard to rebuild a Confucian image for a Buddhist 

hermit was a significant kindness. Meanwhile, Qu Dajun rationalized his own 

decision to run to Buddhism and Daoism this way: 

 

夫不得以而逃，則吾之志必將不終於二氏者，吾則未嘗獲罪於吾儒也。 

 

Since I had no choice but to escape into Buddhism and Daoism, my ambition will not 

end in either of the two religions, and I therefore have not yet sinned against my 

Confucianism.
35

 

 

These passages make abundantly clear how complicated and difficult was the 

process of self-image creation for literati who lived through the end of the Ming 

Dynasty. Escape into religion became a medium between life and death and a 

way literati could cope with their identity crisis; on the other hand, religion was 

often used as a mask for their Confucian face and their loyalty to the former 

dynasty. 

                                                 
33 Xueyu Tang Wenji, 5: 12. 
34 Quan Zuwang Ji Huijiao Jizhu, p. 277. 
35 “Gui Ru Shuo” 歸儒說, in Wengshan Wenwai, 3: 123.  
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This appropriation of religion was not limited to male literati. In many 

accounts by women, we see similar treatments of Buddhism or Daoism. In her 

Women and National Trauma in Late Imperial Chinese Literature, Wai-yee Li 

presents a woman named Liu Shu 劉淑 as an example from which to examine 

women writers’ self-reflection during the Ming-Qing transition. Liu wrote 

literary pieces about herself, many of which showed how “she embraced religion 

as she reluctantly settles into a reclusive life”.
36

 Like a male literatus, Liu 

entitled one of her poems on reclusive life “Self-Confession”. In her “Venting 

Frustrations”, Liu addresses two images of herself: the Buddhist that others see 

in her and the “immortal” she considers herself.
37

 Wai-yee Li notices that while 

some male literati chose to feminize their writings, taking on feminine diction 

and tender tones, “women actively involved in loyalist resistance, such as Liu 

Shu 劉淑 or Liu Rushi, self-consciously developed a martial, heroic self-

image”.
38

 In “Venting Frustrations”, after branding herself an immortal, Liu 

proudly proclaims:  

 
At the cup’s bottom, I spit out the bright moon. Scooped it up in the mirror and 

returned it to heaven.
39

  

 

She takes up the heroic mode again in another poem, with a misleadingly 

passive title: “Fifteen Poems on Sighing about Oneself”.
40

 Liu’s escape into 

Buddhism was also recorded by Li Yao 李瑤  (fl. 1830), who provided an 

account of Liu Shu in his “supplement (zhiyi 摭遺) of Wen Ruilin’s 溫瑞臨

History of the Southern Regions (Nanjiang Yishi 南疆繹史)”
41

: 

 
On her own she built a little monastery and called it “Lotus Boat”, brought her 

mother there and cared for her. She ended her life serving the Buddha.
42

 

 

Self-criticism had been the most solemnly painful mode of expression for exiles 

since the post-Song scholar Zheng Sixiao castigated himself for being “disloyal 

and unfilial”.
43

 But the pain enunciated by the literati during the Ming-Qing 

transition was also deeper than that of many of those coming before. Many 

famous figures in literary history, facing a chasm between themselves and the 

outside world, complained that “the world will not have me” (世不容我), but 

the utter chaos following the fall of the Ming drove its scholars to be most 

                                                 
36 Li Wai-yee 2014, p. 137. 
37 Ibid.  
38 Ibid., p. 100; and passim, chapters 1 and 2. 
39 Ibid.  
40 Ibid., footnote 99 on p. 137. 
41 Ibid., p. 134.  
42 Ibid., p. 135. 
43 Please also see Zhao 1999, p.39. 
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unforgiving towards themselves. In “Da’ai Fu” 大哀賦  [Great Sorrow 

Rhapsody], the young martyr Xia Wanchun 夏完淳 sighs:  

 

故國雲亡，舊鄉已破 […] 羈孤薄命，漂泊無家 […] 日暮途遠，何意人間！[…] 

已矣何言，哀哉自悼！ 

 

The old nation has died, the homeland destroyed […] The worthless exile wanders on 

without a home […] The sun sets and road stretches further ahead, what use is it to 

stay among the living! [...] There is no more to say, only pain and mourning!
44

 

 

While in prison, Xia also composed “Tushi Yulun” 土室餘論 [Extra Comments 

from Mud Room]
45

:  

 

淳之生也，十有七年。昊天不弔，宇宙禍盈。[…] 嗚呼！家仇未報，臣功未成

[…] 今生已矣，來世為期。 

 

I am seventeen years old now. Heaven has no pity, and the world fills with 

catastrophe. Woe, woe, my family’s vengeance was never done, and I never served 

my country […] My life is over, I will see you in the next […]
46

 

 

We can also see similar feelings in his “Yuzhong Shang Mu Shu” 獄中上母書 

[Letter to My Mother from Prison]: 

 

致慈君託跡於空門，生母寄生於別姓。一門漂泊，生不得相依，死不得相問。 

  

(I made) my legal mother escape into Buddhism, and my biological mother find 

refuge with another family. Our family is scattered and all family members are 

drifting; they cannot rely on each other in life, or connect with each other after 

death.
47

 

 

These “bloody poems”
48

 of Xia Wanchun certainly were startling and sorrowful, 

but the collective “homeless wanderings” by the exiles were no less brutal. In 

Huang Zongxi’s record of Master Yiran 益然大師 from Wu Mountain吳山, he 

states:  

 

师虽出世，然胸中有不可括磨者。灯炧夜阑，无故痛哭。 

 

                                                 
44 Xia Wanchun Ji Jianjiao, pp. 1-2.  
45 “Mud Room” here refers to the prison, because this piece was written in prison.  
46 Xia Wanchun Ji Jianjiao, pp. 402-403. 
47 Ibid., p. 413. 
48 See “Lishi Renwu Xia Wanchun” 歷史人物夏完淳 [Historical Figure Xia Wanchun] by 

Guo Moruo, quoted from Xia Wanchun Ji Jianjiao, p. 404.  
48 Ibid., p. 413.  
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While the Master had left lay life, there were feelings in his breast that couldn’t be 

effaced. Some nights by lamplight, he would weep bitterly and without cause.
49

  

 

In “The Second Stele Inscription for the Father Hermit of Nanyue”, Quan 

Zuwang records how Hong Chu’s patriotism and complicated feelings came out 

in his Buddhist activity:  

 

一日登堂说法，忽发问曰：‘今日山河大地，又是一度否？’众莫敢对。退翁潸

然而下。 

 

One day when he was preaching about the scriptures, he suddenly asked, ‘Look at the 

mountains and rivers of today, do they belong to a newly constructed world?’ None 

dared answer. Father Hermit withdrew without speaking.
50

  

 

The famous painter Chen Hongshou 陳洪綬 (1598-1652) is described by Zhu 

Yizun 朱彝尊 (1629-1709) as follows:  

 

既遭亂，混跡浮屠，自稱老遲，亦稱悔遲，亦稱老蓮，縱酒狎妓如故。醉後語

及身世離亂，輒慟哭不已。 

 

When chaos arrived, he found his way into Buddhist orders, changing his appellate to 

lao-chi (old lateness), hui-chi (regretting lateness), or lao-lian (old lotus), and he 

drank and visited prostitutes as he always had. Once he was drunk he’d talk about his 

past and exile, and would soon be crying bitterly.
51

  

 

Their greatest sorrow is presented in descriptions of tears or weeping, but even 

their pain and desperation is still expressed in the energetic, unrestrained style so 

characteristic of Ming-dynasty prose. Huang Zongxi’s “Lizhou Moming” 梨洲

末命 [Lizhou’s Last Days] describes fantasies of death in poetic language;
 52

 

there is also Gui Zhuang’s “running for refuge, we chased luxury; the poor and 

base watched the flowers of the rich” (亂離時逐繁華事，貧賤人看富貴花) in 

which traditional poetic tenderness is set against the despair of exile.
53

  

 

 

 

                                                 
49 Huang Zongxi Quanji, Vol. 10, p. 527. Please also see Zhao 1999, p.356, footnote 6. 
50 Quan Zuwang Ji Huijiao Jizhu, p. 276. 
51 Pushu Ting Ji, p. 751. Please also see Zhao 1999, p.356, Footnote 7. 
52 The text reads: “On the morning of the second day of my death, cover the grave with a 

canopy of palm fronds […] fill the grave with sweet smoke […] split the small patch of earth 

underneath into three ponds, and plant lotuses there” (吾死後，即於次日之蚤，用棕棚擡至

壙中 […] 壙中須令香氣充滿 […] 其下小田，分作三池，種荷花). See Huang Zongxi 

Quanji, Vol. 1, p. 191; also Zhao Yuan’s analysis of this essay, in Zhao 1999, p. 354.  
53 “Dongxing Xun Mudan Zhouzhong Zuo” 東行尋牡丹舟中作, in Gui Zhuang Ji, p. 88.  
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3. Writing Shame 
 

Yet no amount of weeping could rid the literati heart of their deep-seated 

feelings of shame; this was a cross these elites decided to bear of their own free 

will. Against a background “described in apocalyptic terms of unspeakable 

rupture, violence, and devastation”
54

 the literati struggled with their shame, guilt, 

and anger, and tried to express the unspeakable.
55

 Their expression of shame 

was not only at the individual level, but also at the level of collective feelings. 

For example, Qu Dajun 屈大均 expresses in one of his essays “Changfa Qiren 

Zhuan” 長髮乞人傳 [Praise of the Long-Haired Beggar] feelings not simply his 

own, but shared by all men of letters at that time when he says:  

 
I grieve that among us all now / who isn’t a survivor of punishment?

56
  

 

Qu turns the discourse of “I” into that of “us”. Jin Tingshao 金廷韶 (jinshi in 

1643) said of his dwelling, “[here lives] an unfilial, disloyal criminal unable to 

face Heaven and Earth. His shame is great” (不忠不孝靦顏天地一大罪人，良

可恥也). He took on the nickname Chi-lu (hut of shame).
57

 Zhang Zhengchen 

章正宸  (?-1646) called himself “starving man” late in his life and wrote 

Chengdong e’fu Zizhuan 偁東餓夫自傳   (The Autobiography of a Starving Man 

from Chengdong).
58

 Zhou Liyuan 周櫟園 referred to himself as “shame-bearer” 

(负辱人), and Zhang Dai called himself a “yeren” (man of the wilderness). 

Zhang’s “Ziti Xiaoxiang” 自題小像 [Self-Portrait] states: 

 

功名邪落空，富貴邪如夢，忠臣邪怕痛，鋤頭邪怕重，著書二十年耶而僅堪覆       

甕，之人邪有用沒用？ 

 

                                                 
54 The scenes of “unspeakable rupture, violence, and devastation” include the following: “the 

time when heaven was filled entirely with blood”; “earth broke apart, heaven crumbled, the 

sun and moon darkened”; “the blue seas turned in contrary currents, and ‘kalpa ashes’ were 

swept up in complete destruction”. All of these are quotes from Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, 

“Introduction” p. 2. 
55 Wai-yee Li also calls attention to the fact that “the famous Painter Zhu Da (Bada Shanren 

八大山人, 1626-1705) emblematized death by refusing to speak and feigning madness”. Ibid., 

p. 4.  
56 Ibid., p. 3. 
57 Quoted from Zhao Yuan 1999, p. 39.  
58 The Siku Quanshu Zongmu Tiyao records a piece entitled “Chengdong e’fu Zizhuan”, in the 

item Zhang Ge’an Yishu 章格菴遺書. It also introduces that “[Zhang] Zhengchen, apprentice 

of Liu Zongzhou; proud of his own sense of dignity […] no knowledge of his whereabouts 

after the Ming Dynasty fell” (正宸爲劉宗周弟子。生平以氣節自負 […] 正宸於明亡之後。

不知所终). 
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Glory? It came to nought. Riches? Passed like a dream. Martyrdom? I fear the pain. 

The hoe? Can’t bear the weight. For twenty years I wrote books that are only good to 

cover pots; is a man like this of any use at all?
59

 

 

After the past had “passed like a dream”, Zhang criticized himself with a bitter 

tone. Life turned into a series of dilemmas: Die? Survive? Become a farmer?  

Every choice seems wrong and in any case impossible. Here, Zhang highlights 

the weak character of a man of letters, someone who prided himself for being a 

romantic person. He also denies the meaningfulness of writing, which leads to 

the questioning of the self. In “Die’an Tixiang” 蝶菴題像 [Portrait of Die’an], 

he says:  

 

嗟此一老，背鮐髮鶴。氣備四時，胸藏五嶽。禪既懶參，仙亦不學。八十一年，

窮愁卓犖。水到渠成，瓜熟蒂落。沉醉方醒，惡夢始覺。忠孝兩虧，仰愧俯作。

聚鐵如山，鑄一大錯。 

 

Oh, but I am old, my back hunched and hair white. Holding the wisdom of the world, 

the spirit of this land, I don’t bother to meditate or pursue immortality. Eighty-one 

years old, alone in my anxiety. The canal opens when the water arrives, the stem 

breaks when fruit is ripe; I am now sober after heavy drunkenness, awakened from a 

terrible dream. Found wanting as both son and subject, I am shamed before gods and 

men. A mountain’s worth of iron collected and forged into a great mistake.
60

 

 

Judging himself according to the standards of Confucian ethics, Zhang links his 

confession to the natural senescence of his body. He does not find a solace in 

either Chan Buddhism or Daoism. Self-criticism grew from the deep feeling of 

shame, which is revealed in the mirror of his external appearance. As the body 

gets old, the spirit grows tired. Zhang Dai’s “Self-Composed Epitaph”, which 

lists his “seven conundrums” also states:  

 

任世人呼之為敗子，為廢物，為頑民，為鈍秀才，為瞌睡漢，為死老魅也已矣。 

 

Let the world call him a prodigal son, a waste of space, a recalcitrant thug, a stupid 

literatus, a dozy bastard, a dying demon.
61

  

 

Similarly, Qian Qianyi sighs in his “Fu Fang Mizhi Guanzhang” 複方密之館丈 

[Reply to Fang Mizhi]: 

 

自今以往，生生世世，長鈍長愚，無知無解。寧可向三家村中拖繩拽草，作牧

牛漢：寧可向折腳鐺邊,擔柴煨飯，作啞羊僧。斷斷不肯鋪眉豎眼，掂斤播兩，

口頭禪作過頭話，與世間髑髏盛糞之流共作法門中獅子蟲也。 

                                                 
59 Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, pp. 328-329. 
60 Ibid., pp. 332-333.  
61 Ibid., pp. 295-296.  
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From now on, I (hope to embrace) dullness and stupidity, ignorance and 

incomprehension for all reincarnations. I would rather carry bundles of hay to remote 

villages and be a cowherd; rather stand by the broken trough, carry firewood, and 

pass out food as a monk as dump as a mute sheep. But I will never, ever raise myself 

in excitement, or care about fine distinctions, or turn meaningless phrases into 

exaggerated hyperbole, or be one of the manure-pile skeletons sucking the blood of 

the Buddhist order.
62

 

 

His sense of shame leads Qian to think about abandoning writing and expression. 

Whenever the practice of Confucian ethics was impossible, expression became 

meaningless. “Starving man”, “man of wilderness”, “prodigal son”, “garbage”, 

“cowherd”, “a monk as dumb as a mute sheep” – these masochistic labels 

exhibit clearly how despondent this generation of homeless scholars became 

once history had abandoned them. Their humiliated naming and renaming 

themselves was part and parcel of their writing that shame. 

The writing of shame also included the elements of irony and self-parody. 

Even when literati wrote about their devotion to Buddhism, their self-

identification as monks was often delivered in a tone of self-mockery. Quite a 

few literati taunted themselves for being “actors”. For example, Hu Jie (fl. 

1640s-1650s) once wrote about one friend:  

 
He takes pride in being able to make likely Sanskrit chants / an old monk who has the 

actor’s authentic flair.
63

  

 

Qian Bingdeng comments: 

  
The Foolish Daoist, having become a monk, practiced Sanskrit chants. I laughed at 

him for having the intonation of old monks on the stage of the theater.
64

  

 

While Wai-yee Li, inspiringly, has discovered a kind of political activism in 

such claims, I would like to highlight their level of self-denial and self-mockery. 

On the one hand, such denials point to a strengthened belief in Confucian ethics 

and the power of Confucian loyalist discourse on shaping men of letters: All 

images that are not Confucian were laughable. On the other hand, these 

statements show the level of conscious performing in the literati’s self-narration 

during the Ming-Qing transition. Another reason for self-mockery was its 

additional function as self-protection for the literati. As Wai-yee Li has argued, 

literati claims and practices of loyalism after the fall of the Ming often inspired 

satire, since these elites could be criticized for their “cynicism and 

                                                 
62 Muzhai Youxue Ji, Vol. 3, p. 1322. 
63 Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, “Introduction” p. 11.  
64 Ibid., p. 12. 
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opportunism”.
65

 Talking oneself down first was an effective way to deflect such 

criticism. 

In an age of disorder, shame might come from engaging in writing instead of 

participating in battles. In this respect, women had special experience. If, as 

Wai-yee Li has argued, “political disorder is what authenticates and legitimizes 

women’s writings: no further apologia is necessary”,
66

 that is, disorder or war 

gave women new access to the public domain, there was no way to transcend the 

feelings of guilt at merely writing. The female writer Li Yin 李因 sighs in one of 

her poems: 

 
Vain is the will to serve the country, ashamed of the red brush / I envy Mulan, 

shedding blood on the robes of war.
67

 

 

In literati’s self-writing, there is a combination of celebration and confession. 

Pei-Yi Wu provides a close reading of the lengthiest autographical essay before 

twentieth-century, written by Wang Chieh, one obscure man of letters who 

witnessed the transition from the Ming to the Qing. Wang shows how men of 

letters who were as common as him shared a kind of self-recognition and self-

examination that was the zeitgeist of the era. As Pei-Yi Wu has observed,  

 
what emerges from the pages of his work is a truly free spirit, a life-style that is 

perfectly mirrored by the style of the narrative.
68

 

 

However, I cannot agree with Wu’s argument that  

 
confession of sins [...] was not uncommon in seventeenth century China, but such 

acts were seldom associated with autobiography.
69

 

 

In many of literati’s writings such as Zhang Dai’s, which I am going to examine 

in the next few sections, we see the passages celebrating “uninhibited egotism” 

swallowed by self-confession.
70

 The more colorful their past, the greater their 

regrets.    

Self-confession was not only shared by Ming loyalists. For example, Fan 

Chengmo 範承謨, one official under the Shunzhi and Kangxi reigns, wrote his 

feelings on the wall with carbon when he was prisoned by Geng Jingzhong 耿精

忠, one of the leaders in the Revolt of the Three Feudatories. In an essay entitled 

                                                 
65 Ibid., p. 21.  
66 See Wai-yee Li’s chapter, “Women Writers and Gender Boundaries during the Ming-Qing 

Transition”, in Fong and Widmer 2010, p. 185.  
67 Ibid., p. 186. 
68 Wu Pei-Yi 1990, p. 167.  
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
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“Self Accounts Written on the Wall” (畫壁自序),
71

 Fan criticizes himself as 

being a mediocre official who might “harm the country” (誤國庸臣) in a great 

era (聖世). At the beginning of this essay, he depicts himself as unkempt and 

chickened. Fan’s self-account shows that self-confession was indeed an 

important motif in the literary tradition, especially for those who were scholar-

officials. Here, self-account was intertwined with statecrafts. It became one of 

the most efficient ways for scholar-officials to reveal their Confucian souls 

when they encountered failure in statecrafts. 

 

 

4. Suspending Time and Creation of Lonely Situation 
 

Literati’s sense of shame and being abandoned originated not only from their 

historical circumstances, but also from their own psyche. A contemporary 

scholar, Zhao Yuan, has emphasized that the literati were always in a specific 

tempo situation while not limited to it;
72

 starting from Zhao Yuan’s observation, 

I would like to call special attention to the suspension of their sense of time, or 

their deconstruction of the sense of time. In Zhang Dai’s “My Epitaph”, he says: 

  

甲申以後，悠悠忽忽，既不能覓死，又不能聊生。 

 

Since the year 1644 I have lived as in a daze. I am neither able to enjoy life nor to 

seek death.
73

  

 

Still, whether he lived or died had nothing to do with the state of the times, nor 

was it of any importance to anyone else; his “He Wange Ci Sanshou” 和輓歌辞

三首 [Response to Elegiac Lyrics, Three Pieces], written in imitation of Tao 

Yuanming, runs thus:  

 

張子自覓死，不受人鬼促。[…] 出走已無家，安得貍首木 […] 我死備千辛，世

界全不覺。 

 

Zhang Dai searches for death according to his own will, not urged on by man or 

ghost […] I am already homeless, so where will I find wood for my coffin? [...] My 

death would end all hardships and the world would know nothing about it.
74

 

 

In the same spirit, Fu Shan once wrote:  

 

                                                 
71 Lidai Zixuzhuan Wenchao, pp. 204-218.  
72 Zhao Yuan 1999, p. 278. 
73 Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, p. 296. The translation here is from Robert Hegel’s article “Dreaming 

the Past: Memory and Continuity Beyond the Ming Fall”, in Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, p. 

347. 
74 Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, p. 25. 
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故今日死可也，明日死可也。 

 

So I may well die today, or I may die tomorrow […]
75

  

 

從此以後，活一月不可知，一年不可知。 

 

From this day forth, I don’t know if I’ll live for another month or another year.
76

  

 

Thus, Fu Shan, Zhang Dai, and their compatriots severed all ties to the world 

and banished themselves to a domain outside of time. Huang Zongxi once wrote:  

 

梨洲老人坐雪交亭中，不知日之蚤晚。倦則出門行塍畝間，已復就坐。如是而

日、而月、而歲 […] 

 

The old man of Lizhou sat in the Snowfall Pavilion all day, without attending to the 

time. When he was tired, he would go for a stroll among the fields and then resume 

his former position. This continued day after day, month after month, year after 

year.
77 

 

The “Snowfall Pavilion” was a holdover from the Ming. As synecdoche for the 

dynasty, the pavilion is also a crystallization of that time. By anchoring himself 

firmly within it, Huang has frozen his self and existence in the past. In this way, 

he spacialized time. 

Employing similar imagery in one of his poems, the loyalist monk Hanke 

describes meditating about time and the world while sitting in his friend Zuo 

Matai’s “Snow Studio” (xuezhai), where he sighs:  

 
Time long past drooped on our eyebrows / we sat into the dusk, neither of us noticed 

it.
78

  

 

As a tradition in the Chinese literati culture, men of letters always gave their 

studio a poetic or meaningful name, which was often also used as their style 

name. Thus, “Snow Studio” was both a physical and psychic space, which 

reflected literati’s self-imagination. In such a space, as the poem describes, these 

subjects have forgotten about time. Similarly, Fu Shan wrote of abandoning 

himself to the four winds, floating across a borderless nothingness and “giving 

himself” to heaven and earth. These scholars wished to erase not only the feeling 

of time’s passage, but also their every connection to the present moment.  

This context allows us to better understand many of these scholars’ last 

words. By “last words” we do not mean literal last words but rather the last 

                                                 
75 “Yu Ju Shi” 與居實, in Shuang Hong Kan Ji, p. 642. 
76 “Yu Cao Qiuyue Shu” 與曹秋嶽書, in Shuang Hong Kan Ji, p. 667. 
77 “Guai Shuo” 怪說, in Huang Zongxi Quanji, Vol. 11, p. 72. 
78 Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, p. 194. 
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words of their dying spirits. In this sense, their writings can be considered 

writings “towards death”. Such last words often float in a poetic space such as 

the “Snow Pavilion” or “Snow Studio” created in literati self-narrations. Of 

course, it was difficult for the literati to form these last words. For example, a 

poem by Hanke entitled “Sitting Long at Snow Studio” shows a mix of success 

and failure to express after the subject forgets about time: 

 
For a long while silence falls upon us, then comes another arresting line.

79
  

 

In two of his poems, Hanke wrote: 

 
Seek wind! Seek snow! Who am I seeking? 

[…] 

A thousand slices of cold cloud have sunk into the earth’s crust; 

One square of clear mirror – I see the monk’s eyebrows in it. 

[…] 

If I am not forbidden, I am willing to die for it; 

And my skeleton for all eternity will soak in a pond of ice. 

                                                                       (“Treading the Ice to Visit Snow Studio”)    

           

When I reached his house, his two fences were completely white; 

He was alone, wrapped in a sheepskin coat; I/ earned a curious look on sight. 

The lone monk, whirling in snow, faltered; 

We went over a few new verses together, despite the cold. 

There are places where ghosts would be startled to tears; I truly feel envious; 

When blood drips, Buddha turns even sadder. 

If we continue to do this for another three days, we will freeze to death; 

Turning into a poem of weeping for the snow. 

                                                                      (“Reading Snow Studio’s New Poems”)
80

           
 

The atmosphere of these two poems are completely composed of cold and 

sadness. The coldness is referenced with wind, snow, and ice, which creates a 

forbidding environment physically and an isolated space mentally; both present 

a lonely situation that functions as a mirror revealing the self: the lone monk 

with a Confucian soul. The author’s intention is to give voice to his emotions 

against his physical and mental environment. Death is mentioned twice: possible 

physical death from freezing and the poet’s being “willing to die” referring to 

the mental death brought about by the destruction of the Ming world.  

The poetic, reflective spaces for the self were not limited to places like Snow 

Pavilion or Snow Studio, which are based in sentimental aesthetics. They could 

be evoked by wider spatial boundaries or grander, more sublime imagery. In 

Hanke’s “Sent to My Fellow Club Members in Jiangnan, Four Poems”, poem 

number two also presents the image of a lone monk:  

                                                 
79 Ibid., p. 194. 
80 Ibid., p. 193.  
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Who said in the snowy desert this monk is all alone?

81
  

 

This question does not really deny the image; instead, in the next line “fluttering 

white whisks cause a stir at the edge of the sea” creates a wider background for 

the lone monk. The imagery of the sea provides poetic space for lingering on the 

reflective self. Similarly, poem number one reads:  

 
In the bright day, sounds of singing fill the vast wilderness.

82
 

 

The image of a “vast wilderness” (dahuang) presents another sublime space 

where the subject may find its own reflection and the self can find its own 

echo—an authentic state of being. 

 

 

5. Writing towards Death, Being towards Death 
 

In Being and Time, Heidegger emphasizes the importance for a subject to 

embrace the authentic self. As James B. Steeves has pointed out,  

 
Heidegger explains that there are two possibilities for selfhood: being a ‘they-self’ 

and being an ‘authentic self’. Only the latter provides an adequate differentiation of 

the Self from averageness and can thus be called ‘authentic’ (eigentlich).
83

  

 

Thus, if one only stays in the status of “they-self”, then he or she bases his or her 

“choices on social norms alone”.
84

 This is a kind of “falling” into “average 

possibilities”.
85

 For Heidegger, “the movement of falling is a movement towards 

inauthenticity”.
86

 As Steeves has argued,  

 
Heidegger describes falling as an aggravated alienation of Dasein from authentic 

Selfhood […]
87

  

 

In other words, Heidegger emphasizes avoiding oneself falling into an 

everydayness and inauthenticity dominated by others, which he labels as 

“THEY”.
88

 

Let us place the Heideggerian concepts of “being towards death” and “being-

in-the-world” in the context of the Ming-Qing transition. Here, I am not blindly 

                                                 
81 Ibid., p. 196.  
82 Ibid., p. 197.  
83 Steeves 1997, p. 330. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid.  
86 Ibid.  
87 Ibid. 
88 Heidegger 1962, p. 210. 
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applying a modern theory into a premodern historical context; rather, I would 

like to use literature as the medium between philosophy and history. The 

Heideggerian motifs might help us open some of the philosophical and poetical 

space in their literary writings. After the downfall of the Ming, if an individual 

merely followed Confucian orthodoxy without any self-reflexivity and hence 

chose to be a loyalist or to serve the new dynasty, it means that he or she based 

his or her “choices on social norms alone” and fell into the everydayness 

controlled by the others and social norms. Such claims or practices could not 

achieve an authentic level of being or “authentic selfhood”.
89

 But in the literati 
writings “towards death”, the self had a chance to reflect on its authentic state of 

being; when literati claim that they were towards death in the realistic word, 

their writings might be able to lead them to realize the rebirth of the self in text.  

In Teachers of the Inner Chamber, the author defines qing as a primary 

social-ethical relation recognized since the Ming. And yet literati writings on the 

self after the fall of Ming omit the qing dimension, not only because many of 

them cut the secular chains, but also because self-pity instead of ode to qing 

became a dominant topic in their writings. Through the ritual of writing, Ming 

loyalists were able to face “being towards death”. In other words, by claiming 

their symbolic death, the literati gained a chance to reach another level of being, 

where all secular chains are cut and the purest reflections on life and death can 

emerge. This symbolic death was never meant to be the end, but the beginning 

of a new stream of life. While the writing on the self had become a form of 

“writing towards death”, it also announced the dawn of the “being towards 

death”.  

“I was left to live with shame; in wind and snow, I cannot suppress all this 

emotion”.
90

 This couplet by Hanke illustrates how literati at that time tended to 

place themselves in lonely circumstances in their accounts. Here, “wind and 

snow” separate the “I” and the world, which enabled the subject to face his true 

self and the welling up of shame. This resonates with Heidegger’s emphasis of 

the “authentic self”. It also echoes the Confucian concept of du 獨 (solitary), 

which emphasizes the principle of self-watchfulness and one’s ability to discovery 

the inner self in a lonely situation or a private space. In other words, “wind and 

snow” poetically construct an absolutely isolated space in which the subject can 

choose to remember some things and forget others. As Heidegger argues, the 

“history of being” is the “history of forgetting being”. When the literati subject 

was thrown into the poetic space that intensified remembrance and forgetting, 

the ritual of writing somehow allowed him to re-invent the self.  

In this way, this subject is able to enter an authentic state of existence and 

realizes its implications. The authenticity discovered in the course of literati’s 

self-narrations links future and past and assures the continuity of the self. It also 

requires the self to accept its death. In the case of the Ming loyalists, their self-

                                                 
89 Steeves 1997, p. 330. 
90 Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, p. 168. 
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narrations celebrated the symbolic death of the self in text and thus help them to 

transcend the trauma and pain due to the loss of their country and life world. The 

encounter of the self with its symbolic death in text reveals the latent authentic 

self. 

At that time, literati not only endeavored to create poetic spaces in their self-

narrations for reflection on the self, but they also made symbolic spaces where 

they buried their hair, clothes, or other old belongings in text. To the extent that 

burying bits of themselves became a symbolic action that expressed their “last 

words”, Ming literati self-consciously practiced writing “towards death”. For 

example, Zhou Rong 周容’s “Inscription for the Grave of My Hair” states: 

 

鄮山周子生值斯世而願為僧。僧者，謂滌除煩惱而去其身之累也。身之累亦多

矣，而介介於髮，髮之累人獨重歟？[…] 

[…] 於是不封不樹，石而銘之，銘曰： 

莫能相留，遂至於此。俗固難言，僧亦可恥。嗟哉為僧，始則今始。 

 

Mr. Zhou from Maoshan was in this era and wished to become a monk. A monk is 

supposedly one who sheds suffering and lets go of burdens. The body carries many 

different burdens, and yet he especially cares about the burden of hair. Is hair the 

heaviest burden the body carries? […] 

[…] Therefore, do not cover the grave with earth, or plant trees over it, but inscribe 

the following upon a stone:  

I cannot remain, and therefore have stopped here. It is hard to speak of being a lay 

man, and to be a monk is shameful. I wail as I take the monastic orders and begin it 

today.
91

  

 

Mourning for one’s hair symbolizes mourning for the self. Zhou Rong searches 

for a place to put his hair to rest, and yet  

 

安於水 […] 不可；安於火，[…] 亦不可。 

 

committing it to water […] will not work; committing it to fire…also will not work.
92

  

 

His feeling of rootlessness is quite evident. But what were scholars like him to 

do, having been given no path to refuge by history, but hold their own funerals? 

Zhang Zilie’s “Self-Elegy” and “Self-Composed Epitaph” claim to “eulogize 

him who isn’t yet dead” (未死先祭). Fang Yizhi wrote his own “Self-Elegy” 

around the time he took Buddhist orders, in which he cried:  

 

吾以今日乃死耶？甲申死矣! 

 

                                                 
91 “Fa Zhong Ming” (essay 1 of 10), Chunjiu Tang Wencun, 4: 5-6, in Congshu Jicheng 

Xubian, pp. 985-986. The modern punctuation here is added by me.  
92 Chunjiu Tang Wencun, in Congshu Jicheng Xubian, p. 986.  
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How could it be that I died today? I died on the day of transition!
93

 

 

The dynastic transition in 1644 symbolically announced the “death” of the Ming 

scholar-officials as a group, and both the lamentation of the exiles and the self-

flagellation of those who served both empires functioned as a means of 

reincarnation. Just as the late-Ming official Li Kaixian 李開先  employed 

biography as a way to “while away the months and years, growing old with the 

heroes” (坐銷歲月，暗老豪傑), these men expressed themselves in private 

narratives when the grand narrative of history excluded them. In this sense, the 

“self” existed as a form of expression, narration, and utterance. Wang Fuzhi’s 

“Chuanshan Ji” evokes the poet in his description of the mountain:  

 

無可名之於四遠，無可名之於末世，偶然謂之，歘然忘之，老且死，而船山者

仍還其頑石。 

 

It has nothing to make it famous abroad, nothing to carry its name into the future. 

One speaks of it, then forgets immediately. We get old and die, and yet the mountain 

remains one large, stubborn stone.
94

  

 

Amidst the confusion and chaos of the world, only the “self as a stone” stands 

out. Meanwhile, individual declarations of self-mourning, self-reproach, and 

self-castigation come to represent the linguistic behavior of an entire group. 

Both Wang Fuzhi’s “Self-Composed Headstone Inscription” 自題墓石 and Qu 

Dajun’s “Why I Call Myself Lingjun” 自名泠君說 make their inner ambitions 

very clear. Qu also composed “Inscription for the Tomb of My Cap and Raiment” 

自作衣冠塚誌铭: 

 

予於南京城南雨花臺之北、木末亭之南，作一塚，以藏衣冠，自書曰：“南海

屈大均衣冠之塚。”不曰處士，不曰遺民，蓋欲俟時而出，以行先聖人之道，

不欲終其身於草野，為天下之所不幸也。 

 

I built a tomb for my cap and raiment north of the Yuhuatai, south of the Mumo Ting 

(Wood’s End Pavilion) in Nanjing. On it I inscribed: “Tomb of the cap and Raiment 

of Qu Dajun of the Southern Sea”. I did not use the words “hermit” or “loyalist”. I 

wanted to wait for the right moment to emerge and follow the teachings of the sages, 

and did not want to finish my life in the wilds as an unfortunate scourge.
95 

 

Obviously, this utterance is directed not only at the self, but at all of history. A 

similar sentiment is found in Fu Shan’s “Scolding Sons and Grandsons”:  

 

                                                 
93 Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, “Introduction” p. 4. 
94 “Chuanshan Ji”, in Chuanshan Quanshu, Vol. 15, p. 128. Wai-yee Li translates wanshi as 

“recalcitrant stone”, see Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, “Introduction” p. 13.  
95 Qu Dajun Quanji, Vol. 3, p. 146. 
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後之人誣以劉因輩賢我，我目幾時瞑也！ 

 

If others praise me by comparing me to Liu Yin’s generation, I shall not ever rest in 

my grave!
96

  

 

Liu Yin (1249-1293) was a late Song Dynasty poet who chose to retire into 

hermitage after serving a short period as an official in the succeeding Mongol 

Yuan government. Instead of self-consciously claiming to follow the models of 

previous dynasties, many literati of the Ming-Qing transition refused to be 

considered on par with earlier patriotic hermits. Here we see a reversal in the 

relationship between Ming loyalists and the long loyalist tradition. Ming literati 

chose to highlight their loyalty by expressing self-criticism. This inverted 

discursive practice not only reframed the image of the ideal Confucian scholar, 

but also set a higher standard for the later literati. While referring to the perfect 

models of previous dynasties to evaluate, judge, and criticize themselves, Ming 

loyalists were concerned how they would be viewed in the future. Their 

narratives used history to rescue or criticize the present, and to reveal possible 

routes toward salvation or transcendence for the future. Writings about the self 

in this way turned into writings on a history that linked the glorious past to the 

devastated present.  

As Heidegger claims in Being and Time, 

 
the essence of Dasein lies in its existence;

97
  

 

the ‘essence’ [“Wesen”] of this entity lies in its ‘to be’ [Zu-sein].
98

 

 

The dimension of the future in literati writings of the self enables them to fulfill 

themselves in the “to be” state. This is why Wu Weiye was concerned about his 

image, which is sure to be judged by future. In other words, the symbolic death 

in text also announces the rebirth of the self in terms of the future. 

Literati writings also expressed a self-reflexive sense of nothingness. In his 

“Wolong Shanren Wenji Zixu” 臥龍山人文集自序 [Preface to Collection of 

Works of the Man in the Mountain of the Crouching Dragon],
99

 Ge Zhi 葛芝
sighs at the downfall of the Ming. Although he claims to be a follower of Wang 

Yangming’s philosophy, he sighs that it is no longer needed in these times. Even 

writing itself is useless except as a means to entertain oneself. In his narrative, 

learning, writing, and one’s ambition lead only to nothingness. Thus, at the end 

of the preface, he says he will 

 

                                                 
96 Shuang Hong Kan Ji, p. 671.  
97 Heidegger 1962, p. 67. 
98 Ibidem. 
99 Lidai Zixuzhuan Wenchao, pp. 201-204. 
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enter further into the forest and lean himself beside a stone room.
100

  

 

The action of “entering further into the forest and leaning himself beside a stone 

room” metaphorically shows that he decides to go into hermitage. Cleary, this is 

a symbolic action, meaning he will abandon everything—literature, art, writing, 

and learning, and embrace nothingness.  

 

 

6. Writing History and Writings Towards History 
 

In her introduction to Trauma and Transcendence in Early Qing Literature, 

Wai-yee Li calls attention to literati’s “self-conscious debates on the meanings 

and implications of the term yimin (variously translated as ‘loyalists’ or 

‘remnant subjects’ and how they differentiated ‘remnant subjects’ and ‘eremitic 

subjects’ (yimin 逸民)”.
101

 Li argues that  

 
whereas the eremitic ideal means unproblematic withdrawal from the world, remnant 

subjects are often deeply engaged with moral, social, and political issues […] 

eremitism implies the rejection of politics and history, whereas being a remnant 

subject is by definition a political stance responding to a historical situation.
102

  

 

Li also notices the tendency of the literati to “neutralize and depoliticize the 

term ‘remnant subject’” and to present remnant subjects as essentially eremitic 

subjects.
103

 However, in my opinion, even claiming to be an eremitic subject 

was assuming a political stance. More importantly, as quotes above have shown, 

quite a few literati chose to give themselves humiliating names instead of 

claiming the traditional yimin statuses, which had been highly politicalized and 

moralized in the context of Ming-Qing transition. Still, these new literati 

practices of naming and renaming themselves in their autobiographical accounts 

never rejected politics or history. 

Scholars’ anxiety over how they will be represented in history always 

intensified during times of dynastic transition, and for those who felt at risk of 

“losing themselves”, the strain was even greater. In a letter to Zhou Lianggong, 

Qian Qianyi stated: 

 

撫躬責己，歸命宿世，此理誠然誠然。不肖歷閱患難，深淺因果，乃知佛言往

因，真實不虛。業因微細，良非肉眼所能了了；多生作受，亦非一筆所能判斷。

惟有洗心懺悔，持誦《大悲咒》《金剛》《心經》，便可從大海中翻身，立登

彼岸也。 

 

                                                 
100 Ibid., p. 204. 
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Blaming oneself and committing one’s spirit to the past are all perfectly natural. Yet 

as I, the unworthy one, read all about our history of disaster, about shades of meaning 

and cause and effect, and I know that the Buddha’s ancient words are not false. The 

building of karma is minute, and not discernible to the fleshly eye; the effects of 

many lives lived cannot be judged in a single stroke of the pen. Only by purifying the 

heart through repentance, and reading the Great Sadness Sutra, the Diamond Sutra, 

and the Heart Sutra can you raise yourself from the great ocean and step onto the 

other shore.
104 

 

The motivation to press the self into a place from which it could not escape 

came from a desire to achieve a complete rebirth of self and image. Thus, 

though the literati of the Ming-Qing transition were concerned about “bringing 

great shame to the written histories and a millennium of noble men” (重辱青編

而羞千古之士),
105

 they were also determined to “describe the remains of life for 

all who come to see” (刻畫殘生，塗抹後世).
106

 Their hope of fleeing beyond 

the reach of history made them unwilling to face the future. Still their narratives 

were clearly oriented towards history and pleading their case.  

The literati’s self-narrations were never individualistic, but always addressed 

a community – the community of educated Han elites regulated by the 

Confucian ethics. In this sense, as a kind of communal activity, the accounts 

these men wrote of themselves constituted part of the “complex and riveting 

symbiosis”
107

 of expression in the Ming-Qing transition. Both male and female 

writers tried to preserve their own images by revisiting or representing history. 

As Zhang Dai claimed, the only reason he still existed in the world was to 

complete writing the Shikui Shu, his history of the Ming. Wai-yee Li has 

observed of Wang’s writing: 

 
Wang’s image of herself is as one who, in the midst of sufferings and devastation, 

reflects on historical changes.
108

  

 

But “history provides no consolation”.  

 

 

7. Reconstructing the Self in Remembrance  
 

In Dongjing Menghua Lu 東京夢華錄 (Dreams of the Glories of the Eastern 

Capital), the Song-dynasty author Meng Yuanlao 孟元老 opines:  

 

                                                 
104 “Yu Jianzhai” 與減齋 by Qian Qianyi, in Chidu Xinchao, p. 120. Jianzhai was Zhou 

Lianggong’s pseudonym. The modern punctuation of the passage was added by me.  
105 “Da Du Canglüe Lunwen Shu” 答杜蒼略論文書, in Muzhai Youxue Ji, Vol. 3, p. 1308. 
106 Ibid.  
107 Idema, Li and Widmer 2006, “Introduction” p. 1.  
108 Fong and Widmer 2010, p. 185. 
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僕今追念，回首愴然，豈非華胥之夢覺哉！ 

 

I think back to that time with bleak sadness; have we not been awakened from the 

dream of our forefathers!
109

  

 

Zhou Mi周密, author of Wulin Jiushi 武林舊事 (Memoirs of Wulin), also wrote: 

 

及時移物換，憂患飄零，追想昔遊，殆如夢寐，而感慨系之矣。 

 

Times pass and things change. Worry fills the air. Thinking back to my old travels, 

they seem like dreams, tied together by pained amazement.
110

 

 

The pained memory of old joys as dreams seems to be a universal sentiment 

among the literati who lost their homes. Yet there was also the despair of seeing 

the disappearance of old traces. Today’s dream was yesterday’s “I”, as we can 

see in Zhang Dai’s preface to his Xihu Mengxun 西湖夢尋  (Searching for 

Dreams Along West Lake):  

 

餘但向蝶菴岑寂，蘧榻紆徐，惟吾夢是保 […] 

 

From this day forth, I will only seek out the quiet of Die’An, seated at ease on my 

grass mat, holding on only to dreams of the past […]
111

  

 

As these scholars attempted to replace their present self with past dreams, which 

they did through narrative, or by digging an older self-representation out of the 

rubble of the past, chasing dreams became a form of self-utterance and a way of 

reconstituting the self after trauma. 

Let us examine a few of these dream-chasers. Zhang Dai sighs in his 

Tao’an’s Dream Memories: 

  
雞鳴枕上，夜氣方回，因想餘生平，繁華靡麗，過眼皆空，五十年來，總成一

夢。[…] 餘今大夢將寤，猶事雕蟲，又是一番夢囈。[…]  

 

When the cock crows over my pillow, and the night air withdraws, I then see in my 

mind’s eye all the splendor and frivolous beauty of my life, passing before my eyes 

and empty now, so that the past fifty years have become one long dream […] 

I will soon wake from the greatest dream of all, yet still I work at this “insect-carving” 

[writing]; this too is mumbling in a dream.
112

  

                                                 
109 “Menghua Lu Xu” 夢華錄序 by Meng Yuanlao, in Dongjing Menghua Lu Zhu, p. 4. Deng 
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Jonathan Spence’s close reading of Zhang Dai’s self-accounts tends to trace 

Zhang’s past from those writings. According to Stephen Owen, Zhang Dai’s 

writing is  

 
an amusement and a pleasure, the final pleasure remaining to him in deprivation and 

despair. It is a ledger of transgression, its composition an act of penance. It is mere 

mumbling in a dream; it is a vain hope of remembrance and immortality, a self-

proclaimed folly.
113

 

[He] writes himself out of despair into a growing hope to be remembered. As 

amusement and pastime, the writing does not look to the future; as penance it 

inscribes a list of charges, anticipating some future judgment.
114

 

 

Owen poetically looks into the details of Zhang’s engagement in various 

emotions and how different feelings speak to the past or the future. He correctly 

highlights Zhang’s emphasis on ming (name) and his ambition to enter history 

and be remembered by future readers. Different from Owen, my focus is not 

only the emotional level in Zhang’s remembrance and nostalgia for the past; 

instead, I would like to explore the productivity of remembrance, in other words, 

the possibility that remembrance and nostalgia re-produced the self and self-

definition, both of which were smashed to bits by the fall of the Ming. Thus, I 

would like to emphasize remembering as an active verb instead of focusing 

memory or nostalgia as a noun, a result. In his essay “Dreaming the Past: 

Memory and Continuity Beyond the Ming Fall”, Robert Hegel calls attention to 

the collective activity of remembrance shared by Ming loyalists and their peers 

in previous dynasties. By tracing the displacement of memory in Zhang’s 

writings, Hegel examines how his remembering of the past Ming led to a 

displacement to the Tang Dynasty. Quoting Homi Bhabha’s argument that 

literati “art came to reflect on, rather than simply to reflect, their sense of loss”, 

Hegel does not explore the differences between “reflect on” and “reflect”. I 

would argue that the Ming loyalists tried to recover their shattered self-images 

by reflecting on the concrete materials, things, or details they collected in their 

self-narrations. In this sense, they filled those accounts with the numerous fruits 

of “voluntary memory”, through which they could evoke their past selves. 

In Banqiao Zaji 板橋雜記 (Miscellaneous Notes of the Wooden Bridge), Yu 

Huai 余懷 (1616-1696) also sighs:  

 

鬱志未伸，俄逢喪亂，靜思陳事，追念無因。 

 

I hadn’t yet gotten over my pent-up feelings, when suddenly ruinous rebellion was 

encountered. I quietly thought of setting forth incidents (gone by), and remembered 

past events without reason.
115
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Given this, he decided to bury the past:  

 

余甲申以前，詩文盡皆焚棄。中有贈答名妓篇語甚多，亦如前塵昔夢，不復記

憶。 

 

I burned all my poems and writings before the transition. Among them was much 

correspondence with famous courtesans; I treated these also like old dust and past 

dreams, and stopped recalling them.
116

 

  

Although Yu claimed that he had forgotten everything, the past still haunted in 

his Miscellaneous Notes of the Wooden Bridge:  

 

俯仰歲月之間，諸君皆埋骨青山，美人亦棲身黃土。河山邈矣，能不悲哉! 

 

Alas! The years and months pass in the twinkling of an eye. The gentlemen are all 

buried in the green mountains, and the beauties too have settled their bodies into the 

yellow earth. The rivers and mountains are irrevocably distant; how can one fail to 

grieve?
117

  
 

Behind the literati’s claimed forgetting, we see their past selves. For the scholar 

whose young heart has now aged, recollections of the past come upon him all at 

once: the past turned into a floating life as if in dreams, perceived by literati as 

an illusion. Yu’s remembrance without reason represent an involuntary turn to 

the past, as the floodgates of memory open onto scenes of romance gone by. 

Those images of various romances and unrestrained freedom had long ago 

“dispersed like smoke in the wind”, as Hou Fangyu described them. They could 

be relived with all their original freshness only through written narrative. Yet 

where does one find the self beyond these brilliant colors of memory? When 

they write of “the nobility” of “true beauties” they might as well say “my 

generation”, and when they describe “like walking old paths, like meeting old 

friends”, who are they meeting but the past versions of themselves?  

Whenever there are dreams, there is regret. Let us look at one famous 

passage from Zhang Dai’s “Self-Composed Epitaph”:  

 

蜀人張岱，陶菴其号也。少為紈絝子弟，極愛繁華，好精舍，好美婢，好孌童，

好鮮衣，好美食，好駿馬，好華燈，好煙火，好梨園，好鼓吹，好古董，好花

鳥。兼以茶淫橘虐，書蠹詩魔，勞碌半生，皆成夢幻，年至五十，國破家亡，

避跡山居。所存者，破床碎幾，折鼎病琴，與殘書數帙，缺硯一方而已。布衣

蔬食，常至斷炊。回首二十年前，真如隔世。 

 

                                                                                                                   
115 Yu Huai’s “Preface”, in Banqiao Zaji, p. 3. The translation here is from Levy 1966, p. 35.  
116 “Postscript”, in Banqiao Zaji, p. 76. 
117 Banqiao Zaji, p. 67. The translation here is from Levy 1966, p. 95.  
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Zhang Dai, known as Tao’an, was from the area of Shu. In his youth, he was a rich 

wastrel. He adored luxury, and he loved fine design, pretty maidservants, handsome 

serving boys, bright clothing, fine food, fine horses, bright lanterns, fireworks, drama 

shows, music concerts, antiques, and flowers and birds. He was seduced by tea and 

abused by oranges, rotted by books and enraptured by poetry. He wasted half his life, 

and it all became dream and illusion. When he reached fifty, he lost his nation and 

his family, and went to hide in the mountains. All he was left with was a broken bed 

and table, a leaning cauldron and decaying zither, and a few loose pages and broken 

inkstones. He wore rough cloth and ate simple food, and often went without food. 

Looking back on twenty years ago, it seemed like another life!
118

 

 

This feeling of estrangement from the past is a universal sentiment among the 

literati of the Ming-Qing transition period. In Sijiu Lu 思舊錄 [The Record of 

Recollections], Huang Zongxi describes his feelings this way: 

 

余少逢患難，故出而交遊最早，其一段交情，不可磨滅者，追憶而志之。[…] 

然皆桑海以前之人 […] 

 

I met with hardship while still young, so I left home to travel at an early age. Those 

first friendships left indelible memories, which I recall here […] They are all people 

from before the great changes.
119

 

 

Beyond that sentiment, only minor details remain clear. The past was 

crystallized in such minor details, just like Proust’s sweet madeleine. However, 

if the “episode of the madeleine” in Proust’s sense evoked a kind of 

“involuntary memory”
120

 then the minor details in the writings of literati during 

the Ming-Qing transition evoked another type of “voluntary memory”. By 

tracing the details in the past, these men of letters were searching for the lost 

selves. Huang Zongxi’s The Record of Recollections says of the famous man of 

letters Chen Jiru 陳繼儒 (1558-1639) that 

 

天寒涕出，藍田叔即以袍袖拭之。 

 

when his nose ran in the winter cold, he wiped it away with his sleeve.
121

  

 

Zhang Dai’s “Ziwei Muzhi Ming” 自為墓誌銘 [Self-Composed Epitaph] spends 

even more time describing Chen Jiru, whom he met when he was six:  
 

                                                 
118 Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, pp. 294-295. Please also refer to Robert Hegel’s translation in his 

article “Dreaming the Past: Memory and Continuity Beyond the Ming Fall”, in Idema, Li and 

Widmer 2006, p. 347. 
119 Sijiu Lu, in Huang Zongxi Quanji, Vol. 1, p. 395. 
120 See Proust 2003. 
121 Huang Zongxi Quanji, Vol. 1, p. 340. 
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六歲時，大父雨若翁攜餘之武林, 遇眉公先生跨一角鹿，為錢唐遊客, 對大父曰：

“聞文孫善屬對，吾面試之。”指屏上李白騎鯨圖曰：“太白騎鯨，採石江邊

撈夜月。”余應之曰：“眉公跨鹿，錢唐縣裏打秋風。”眉公大笑躍起曰：

“那得靈雋若此！吾小友也！” 

 

When I was six, my grandfather took me to Wu Lin. We met Sir Meigong [Chen 

Jiru], who was on a journey in Qiantang County, accompanied by his saddle deer. He 

said to my grandfather: “I hear your grandson is good at composing couplets. Let me 

test him”. He pointed to a painting of Li Bai riding a whale and said, “Li Bai rides a 

whale and ladles the moon from the Caishi River”. I replied, “Meigong straddles a 

deer and begs for money from his friends in Qiantang County”. Meigong burst out 

laughing and jumped up, saying: “How could anyone be so clever, little friend of 

mine!”
122 

 

If we use the standard of “Epitaph” as a genre to look at this piece, we see that it 

is clearly a digression. However, it is indeed a brilliantly detailed digression. In 

fact, compared to self-descriptive writings from previous dynasties, Ming 

narratives seem full of these apparently disconnected digressions. Wang Jie’s 

“Sannong Zhuiren Guang Zi Xu” 三儂贅人廣自序 [Expanded Self-Account of 

the Useless Man San-nong] begins briefly with:  

 

甲申當國變 […] 幾不欲生 […]  

 

After the fall of the nation […] I felt I could not live […],
123

 

 

but then dedicates full paragraphs to leisure topics like drinking and the way of 

tea. This is clearly not merely a symptom of changing trends in prose writing. 

The authors speak of “obsessions” and “interests” of stories from their friends’ 

lives and the state of their own families. In her The Confucian’s Progress: 

Autobiographical Writings in Traditional China, Pei-Yi Wu calls attention to 

how Wang Jie’s autobiographical writing demonstrates how writing about the 

self after the Ming went beyond “diegesis (telling)” and entered the theatre of 

“mimesis (showing)”. This is also evident in Zhang Dai’s writings. Wang’s 

narrative exhibits the glory and romance of such writings during the Ming. As 

Pei-Yi Wu puts it, he reveals the self “in all its phenomenological richness”.
124

 

He depicts himself as a man  

 
who travels all over China, befriending innkeepers and coachmen, and is not above 

letting the boat float aimlessly in the river; who grows flowers and plays wei-ch’i; 

who loves tea as much as wine; who indulges in magic tricks and amateur theatricals; 

who collects antiques but often loses them; who loves mountains and lakes; who 

                                                 
122 Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, p. 296. 
123 Pei-Yi Wu wrote Wang Jie’s 汪價 name as “Wang Chieh”.  
124 Wu Pei-yi 1990, p. 170.  
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enjoys the company of monks and singing girls; who composes music and writes 

poetry.
125

 

 

Wang’s description of himself is like a depiction of many literati during that 

time. In this way, the intertextual integration of utterances by oneself and others 

creates a collective narrative voice. Ming literati were a group that liked to write 

biographies of each other. Some were careful descriptions, others pure fiction, 

and though individually they leave little more than “swan prints in snow or 

mud”, when taken together, they constitute a field of discourse for the Ming-

Qing transition. From the several biographical works that appeared in this period 

we can piece together not only profiles of the individual persons featured in 

these texts, but also a picture of the literate class as a whole. When the 

biographer and his subject faced the same catastrophes and felt the same 

reactions, how far could the subject’s feelings be from the author’s? Speaking 

for someone else was also a way of speaking for oneself. 

Scholars in the Ming-Qing transition period also enjoyed writing about 

individuals with wild, aberrant, or fantastical characters. As society broke down, 

the wielders of the pen grew more enamored with the way of the warrior. Fu 

Shan read the “Youxiao Liezhuan” 遊俠列傳 (Biographies of Errant Knights) 

with enthusiasm. Zhang Dai claimed he had 

 
searched for wild men from every land before uncovering what was in my own 

heart.
126

 

 

According to Qian Qianyi’s Gui Xuangong Hengxuan Ji Xu 歸玄恭恒軒集序 

[Preface to Gui Xuangong’s Works of Hengxuan], Gui Zhuang called himself 

“putoutuo” (Monk Pu) and wrote a biography of Monk Pu, in which he praised 

himself as  

 

[…] 身長七尺，面白如月，作普頭陀傳，胸中偪塞，未吐一二，遂驚倒世上人

耶？ 

 

standing seven cubits tall, and having a face white like the moon […] having shocked 

the contemporary readers without pouring out a little of the repressed emotions in his 

heart?
127

   

 

In addition, Gong Dingzi, Wu Meicun, Huang Zongxi, and Zhou Rong all wrote 

biographies of the storytelling-performer Liu Jingting. Gong Dingzi penned 

“Dedicated to Liu Jingting”, in which he spoke of the storyteller as a bosom 

friend and swore he had the soul of an ancient hero. Zhang Dai wrote “Liu 

Jingting Shuoshu” 柳敬亭說書 [Liu Jingting Telling Stories], and Yu Huai 

                                                 
125 Ibid. 
126 “Ziwei Muzhi Ming”, in Zhang Dai Shiwen Ji, p. 297. 
127 Muzhai Youxue Ji, Vol. 2, p. 821.  
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makes mention of him in Miscellaneous Notes of the Wooden Bridge, 

considering him as part of the luxury life in the past.
128

  

The urbane characters represented by Liu Jingting reveals a way of life that 

had disappeared completely, from “getting drunk and enthralling the audience 

with singing and clapping” when they were young, to “already past eighty years 

old, frequently falling asleep in the house, still telling the tale ‘Qin Shubao 

Meets His Aunt’”.
129

 Time passed, the world changed, and all legends turned to 

dust. The contemporary scholar Chen Pingyuan describes Zhang Dai’s work 

Shikui Shu 石匱書 (Book of the Stone Casket) in terms of its integrity and sense 

of responsibility, yet the work also expresses feelings of injury and hopelessness 

after the loss of self and society. Quan Zuwang describes similar feelings in his 

Lizhou Xiansheng Sijiu Lu Xu 梨洲先生思舊錄序 [Preface to Master Lizhou’s 

The Record of Recollections]:  

 

其《思舊錄》則其追懷朋好，雜錄見聞，腸斷於甘陵之部，神傷於漳水之湄，

托之卮言小品，以傳者也。 

 

His The Record of Recollections warmly recalls old friends, makes notes of what he 

saw and heard, and his heart splits with sorrow for the old covenant of the nation. He 

expresses it in miscellaneous notes and essays in order to pass it on.
130

 

 

The remembrance of old peers leads to literati’s efforts in recalling the past self 

collectively. Shao Tingcai’s Biography of Zhang Dai says of Zhang’s Book of 

the Stone Casket was to pay tribute to the conduct of loyal officials during times 

of dynastic crisis and change.
131

 In Miscellaneous Notes of the Wooden Bridge, 

Yu Huai repeatedly states that his writings of the brothel are intended to leave a 

warning. His aim was to turn literati’s romances into reflections on the rise and 

fall of an era. Upon reading through the whole work, however, it is not difficult 

to discover that the theme that most enthralled its author remained the romance 

of  

 
turning night into day, embracing famous courtesans, beating drums, and wearing 

flowers.  

[…] After drinking, we rode together into the city. Onlookers crowded the streets to 

see her red makeup and jade sleeves as I whipped on the galloping horse.
132

 

 

When put into writing, this sort of “scenes of peace”
133

 and flickering images 

preserved past times within memory, and preserved the self as well.   

                                                 
128 Banqiao Zaji, p. 55. 
129 Ibid., p. 62.   
130 Quan Zuwang Ji Huijiao Jizhu, p. 601. 
131 Guo Yuheng 1986, p. 297.  
132 Banqiao Zaji, p. 60. 
133 Ibid. 
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Conclusions 
 

In Collective and Individual Memory: A Mirror of Ming-Qing Social Life, 

Santangelo states that his focus on “remembering” mainly refers to “the process 

of revisiting emotional experiences”.
134

 He emphasizes that “what lasts longer is 

not the ‘experiencing self’ but the ‘remembering self’
135

 and “three aspects that 

Rime uncovered in his psychological studies on ‘recalling’ are based on 

memory”:  

 
Unfolding, that is, remembrance re-adjusted according to spatio-temporal categories; 

social  sharing, that is, verification of the emotional experience through memory 

together with friends or other people; repetition, that is, recalling done several times, 

from different points of view and new perspectives.
136

 

 

The literati’s self-accounts from the Ming-Qing transition turned them from 

“experiencing selves” into “remembering selves”. Their expressions of the self 

also reveal the three aspects mentioned above. Their texts often crystallize the 

past in specific spatio-temporal situations: physical spaces in reality or poetic 

and symbolic spaces in texts. In such spaces, the past world and the past selves 

are able to unfold themselves. The literati’s autobiographical or biographical 

writings created a kind of “collective memory” that they share with friends and 

peers. The social sharing of emotional experience preserved images of the Han 

literati as a group. Moreover in their writings, we see various types of 

repetitions, which collected different bits of memory and remembrance into a 

composite picture.  

The literati’s self-accounts from the Ming-Qing transition belonged to two 

literary traditions: first, the tradition of autobiography or biography; second, the 

loyalist tradition. The first, in the context of the transition exhibits the following 

aspects: first, it clearly references the legacy of combining poetry and history. 

Second, it creates a new balance between narrative and fiction. By incorporating 

obviously fictional elements into its narratives, the horizons of auto-biographical 

or biographical writing were broadened considerably. Third, the incorporation of 

theatrical elements into their narration sometimes turns writing the self into 

performing the self. As for the loyalist tradition, the literary expression of the 

self becomes a kind of moral practice. In this way, expression is related to action 

and non-action, and non-action is itself a type of action.  

The literary expression of the self during the Ming-Qing transition inherited 

and challenged the romanticism and the philosophical trends dominant in the 

Ming Dynasty. As Pei-Yi Wu has indicated, 

 

                                                 
134 Santangelo 2008, p. 68. 
135 Ibid. 
136 Ibid., p. 69.  
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the diversity and audaciousness of much of late Ming thinking, sometimes bordering 

on nihilism, allowed the ego more leeway than at any time in Chinese history since 

the Wei-Chin period. The calamity of 1644, however, brought an end to the relative 

freedom that permitted such movements as the Tai-chou sect of the Wang school. 

The conquest of China by the Manchus and the ensuing establishment of an 

authoritarian alien rule dampened spiritual fervor and discouraged unorthodox 

opinions.
137

  

 

The nihilism latent in the late Ming mind always ironically grew from the zenith 

of that prosperity and romanticism. In other words, nihilism and decadence was 

the result of self-assertion and self-celebration. In contrast the literati’s embrace 

of nothingness and tendency of writing at the edge of death did not grow from 

prosperity or result from self-celebration, but from self-denial. Literarily 

speaking, these self-accounts from the Ming-Qing transition marked a new stage 

of self-expression in the Chinese tradition. Philosophically speaking, they also 

opened new motifs of time, space, existence, and the relationship between being 

and writing.  
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When Governor Zhang Penghe 张鹏翮 ignited an anti-Christian persecution 

throughout Zhejiang 浙江 Province in 1691, Jesuits turned to Emperor Kangxi

康熙 for help after being notified by the Superior in Hangzhou 杭州 Prospero 

Intorcetta (1626-1696). With tacit permission from Kangxi, Tomas Pereira and 

Antoine Thomas, under the authority of calendar reform officials in the Bureau 

of Astronomy (Qintianjian 钦天监), memorialized the throne to redress the 

injustice their colleagues suffered. Instructed by the Emperor, the Ministry of 

Rites (Libu礼部) deliberated on 4
th

 February 1692 and concluded on 7
th
 March 

that the church should be returned to Intorcetta while restricting worship to 

Europeans only. This was made in view of the 1669 interdiction and the 1687 

imperial rescript that Christianity would not be categorized as a heretical sect 

like the White Lotus Society (Bailianjiao 白莲教). The Grand Secretariat (Neige

内阁) agreed and hence Kangxi decreed the resolution approved. On 10
th
 March, 

the rescript was delivered to all provinces. But seven days later, Kangxi ordered 

the Ministry of Rites to revoke that rescript while members of the Grand 

Secretariat and officials in the Ministry of Rites make further deliberation on it. 

Consequently, a new resolution was made and approved that the church should 

be reserved as before and Christians could go in and out church as usual. The 

new rescript was delivered to all provincial governments on 22
nd

 March, 1692. 

This is the famous Edict of Toleration.  

This news, together with copies of memorials, resolutions and rescripts, was 

sent back to Europe in Portuguese, Latin, Spanish, Italian and other European 

languages. As to the significance of the Edict, Jacques Gernet holds that, the 

1692 Edict 

 
contained virtually nothing about the Christian religion except a statement to the 

effect that it was not seditious.
1 

 

Erik Zürcher thinks it 

 

                                                           
1 Gernet 1985, p. 137. 
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does not describe the propagation of Christianity in positive terms, but as a rather 

harmless activity that does not endanger the state, and therefore may as well be 

tolerated.
2  

 

Adrian Dudink considers the Edict placed Christians on the same level as 

Buddhist monks and foreign lamas, and Christians were to be tolerated as long 

as they were not opposed to the state,  

 
but there is no mention of further propagating Christianity or constructing new 

churches. In other words, the Edict merely tolerated an existing situation, i.e. the 

converts made and churches built since 1671 while the intention of the 1669 decree 

was not revoked.
3
 

 

Nicolas Standaert argues that what is permitted is a ritual activity instead of 

indicating complete freedom of religion or the permission to freely preach 

Christianity claimed by missionaries and translators.
4

 The above scholars 

interpret its significance from a textual perspective. This paper puts the Edict in 

the broader context of imperial toleration towards Christianity in Ming and Qing 

periods, reinterprets its significance from the aspect of its influence on local 

missions, and re-analyzes the contemporary missionaries’ interpretation which 

exaggerates its overall significance in certain ways.  

 

 

1. Imperial Toleration towards Missionaries and Their 

Religion before the Edict (1692)  
 

During the reign of Emperor Wanli 万历, the government gradually tolerated 

missionaries staying in China. When Jesuit missionaries reached South China, 

Guangdong 广东 officials rejected their request for residence for the reason that 

they were not on the tributary registry. Yet, local officials gradually 

compromised by allowing them to reside in their administrative regions either in 

the name of “cherishing men from afar” or by simply turning a blind eye to their 

stay. Supported by friendly officials, Jesuits later were allowed to stay in the 

capital city Beijing北京 where the central government favored these men far 

from their homeland, and  

 
instructed that the Ministry of Rites treat them as guests from afar and subsidize them 

as officials. Instead of lodging in the Foreigners’ House (Yiguan夷馆), they were 

permitted to stay in Beijing anywhere they liked.
5
 

                                                           
2 Zürcher 2001, p. 497. 
3 Dudink 2001, pp. 516-517. 
4 Standaert 2012, pp. 357-358. 
5 Qinci Daxiyang Peichen Zangdi Jushe Ji, p. 23.  
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Emperor Wanli gave them the permission to enter imperial Court when 

necessary, so as to maintain European clocks. Also, a church was raised in 

Beijing with tacit approval from the government.
6
 When Matteo Ricci passed 

away in 1610, the imperial Court granted missionaries “thirty-eight temple 

rooms in Erli Gou 二里沟 outside the Fucheng Gate 阜成门, in addition to 20 

mu 亩 of land”.
7
 Besides tolerating their stay, mandarins in Wanli’s Court were 

intrigued with European scientific objects, like maps and clocks, yet showed a 

mixed feeling towards Western calendar. Some mandarins recommended 

involving Europeans in reforming the traditional calendar in 1611, 1613, and 

1615 respectively, but without success. However, imperial toleration towards 

Westerners in this period didn’t extend to their religion. On the contrary, they 

were accused of colluding with outsiders and deluding people with heresy by 

officials of the Ministry of Rites from both Beijing and Nanjing 南京 in 1616, 

and an imperial interdiction was incurred.  

On 12
th
 December 1623, with the help of superior mandarins, Zhou Ziyu 周

子愚 of the Bureau of Astronomy petitioned to consult and incorporate Western 

calendar revisions. The contemporary Chinese literatus Chen Yi 陈 仪 

commented that: 

 
When the current emperor succeeded the throne, he continued Emperor Wanli’s 

benevolence towards men from afar. He summoned Manuel Dias the younger and 

Longobardo to Beijing. Officials recommended them to the throne to reform the 

traditional calendar and translate Western books. This was a big event.
8
 

 

Yet imperial toleration went only so far. The summoning of Europeans to Bejing 

didn’t imply official sanction of Christianity; rather regional officials could start 

persecution at any time with the 1617 interdiction as justification. 

The Tianqi 天启 Court tolerated European missionaries more than did Wanli 

in the sense that Manuel Dias the younger (1574-1659) and Niccolò Longobardo 

(1565-1655) were ordered to serve in the Ministry of Defence (Bingbu兵部). 

Support for involving Europeans in calendar reform continued. Emperor 

Chongzhen 崇祯  publicly favored missionaries. He first decreed to reform 

traditional calendar by referring to the Western method, merging these two and 

achieving a synthesis.
9

 During the reform period the government treated 

missionaries well, not only favoring them with payment in silver taels, land and 

houses, increasing their official pay and honoring their dead, but also granting 

them plaques inscribed with the characters Jing Zhong 旌忠 (Commendation for 

                                                           
6 Zhaodai Qinchong Tianzhujiao Zhihua Shulüe, p. 204. 
7 Qinci Daxiyang Peichen Zangdi Jushe Ji, p. 23. 
8 Xingxue Cushu Xu, pp. 64-65. 
9 See Imperial Decree on the Thirteenth Day of the Ninth Lunar Month in the 2nd Year of the 

Reign of Emperor Chongzhen, p. 1547. 
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Loyalty) (1636) and Qinbao Tianxue 钦褒天学 (Imperial Praise to the Study of 

Heaven) (1638). Chongzhen himself supported missionaries, itself a big 

difference compared with former rulers. In 1642, the Left Censor-in-chief 

(Zuodu Yushi 左都御史) Liu Zongzhou 刘宗周 petitioned for the expulsion of 
Schall and other Europeans, which displeased Chongzhen. In Veritable Records 

of the Ming 明实录, it is recorded that: 

 
Zongzhou said that Schall was a Westerner without special skills, yet he took up the 

‘Shoushan Academy’ [首善书院] and changed it to the Bureau of Western Calendar. 

This violated the principle of prioritizing China [as enshrined] in the Spring and 

Autumn Annals. [Zongzhou] entreated to send Schall back to his country for fear of 

deluding others. [But] the Emperor replied there was no custom of expelling men 

from afar, and very unsatisfied, ordered Zhou to retreat.
10

 

 

What is more important, in placing portraits of Jesus and the Virgin Mary in his 

palace, the Emperor revealed an inclination for Christianity. He was so 

“affectionate to missionaries that it was even rumored he was a Christian”.
11

 

“Contemporaries were guessing whether Wanli would follow Xu Guangqi 徐光

启 to become a Christian”.
12

 

When we arrive at the reign of Emperor Shunzhi 顺治 of the Qing Dynasty, 

the imperial Court officially adopted Western calendar methods. Compared with 

the last three Ming emperors, besides granting Europeans payment and inscribed 

plaques, Shunzhi awarded Adam Schall higher ranks and honorary titles. 

Furthermore, he favored not only missionaries but also their religion publicly, 

which was even more important to missionaries. He visited their church 

frequently and supported them in founding a new one (1654),
13

 in addition to 

summoning local missionaries to Beijing and giving them permission to live 

freely in the empire. As recorded in Zhengjiao Fengbao 正教奉褒 [In Praise of 

the True Teaching], Johannes Nikolaus Smogulecki (1610-1656) who intended 

to evangelize in Manchuria in 1653 was allowed to preach in the province by an 

imperial decree.
14

 

After Kangxi took over the reins of government, until 1691 (before the 

promulgation of the Edict) he displayed more substantive toleration towards 

Christianity itself, not just missionaries. First, he granted some missionaries the 

right of residing at will in the provinces. In 1671, he issued an order to 

Guangdong officials:  

 

                                                           
10 Chongzhen Shilu, 15: 455. 
11 Anno de 1643, 1644, 1645, Do Estado em Geral do Reino, fl. 105. 
12 Colombel 2009, Vol. 1, p. 141. 
13 Zhengjiao Fengbao, pp. 281, 283.  
14 Ibid., p. 283. 
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Send those missionaries who are proficient in calendrical work to Beijing while the 

others may go back to their own churches in provinces.
15

  

 

In 1687 when French Jesuits reached Zhejiang, he decreed that: 

 
Among the five Europeans including Fontaney, some are proficient in calendrical 

work, but their proficiency has not yet been proven. Send them to Beijing to see who 

could serve at Court. For those who needn’t stay [at Court], they may reside freely 

within the empire.
16

 

 

In 1692 when Antoine Thomas was ordered to inquire about Grimaldi in 

Guangdong, the Emperor commanded that,  

 
if Grimaldi brings some Europeans who are skillful in astronomy and calendar 

reform, send them to Beijing. Let the others reside freely.
17

  

 

Second, Kangxi visited some churches and bestowed inscribed plaques. In 1675, 

in the company of many princes and officials, Kangxi visited the Xitang 西堂,
18

 

and granted the inscription Jing Tian 敬天 (Revere Heaven). When Wolfgang 

Henriques Herdtrich (1625-1684) passed away in 1684, the inscription Haiyu 

Zhixiu 海隅之秀 (Talented Man from Sea Quarter) was bestowed on him. Third, 

he favored local missionaries during his southern tours. He summoned Jean 

Valat (d. 1696) in Ji’nan 济南 to an audience on 31
st
 October 1684, and also 

presented an award to Giandomenico Gabiani (1623-1694) in Nanjing. Before 

the 1689 southern tour started, Kangxi inquired the names of the missionaries 

and location of the chuches in the places he was going to visit. He summoned 

those missionaries there, and instructed palace ministers to bring items that 

would be conferred to missionaries.
19

 In 1699, when the Emperor was informed 

that the Hangzhou church that had previously been burned in a fire was now 

under reconstruction, he contributed 200 taels to help with the renovation works. 

Fourth, he intervened in anti-Christian incidents and favored Christianity. In 

1687 some official from Zhejiang listed Christianity as heterodox in a pamphlet. 

Kangxi gave directions that,  

 
in the interdict made by local officials, it is written that Christianity is similar to the 

insurgent White Lotus Society. This statement goes too far, and should be deleted.
20

  

 

                                                           
15 Xichao Ding’an, p. 87. 
16 Ibid., p. 166.  
17 Ibid., p. 187. 
18 It’s later called Nantang 南堂 when a new church westward was built in 1723.  
19 Ibid., p. 156.  
20 Daily Records of Emperor Kangxi, 2: 1617.  
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Knowing the local magistrate of Renping 荏平 District in Shandong 山东
persecuted missionaries and Christians for spreading heretical ideas, Kangxi 

ordered Fulun 弗伦 , the Governor of Shandong, to settle it in favor of 

missionaries. Also, when Zhejiang Governor Zhang Penghe prohibited 

Christianity in the whole province in 1691, Kangxi handed over the case to the 

outer Court (Waiting 外廷), and finally issued the Edict of Toleration. 

From the above analysis we can notice that the central imperial Court, from 

Wanli to Kangxi, tended to be more tolerant towards European missionaries, 

their calendric work and religion than before. Regarding the issue of legal 

residence in China, though it was forbidden in the beginning, local officials later 

granted them permission to live in their administrative regions, either publicly or 

privately. Further, the central government of Wanli allowed them to stay in the 

capital city, granted them a cemetery, land and housing. In Emperor Tianqi’s 

reign, several missionaries were called to serve in the Ministry of Defence and 

others frequently entered China in this comparatively relaxed environment. 

When we come to the reigns of Shunzhi and Kangxi, Jesuits at Court were 

endowed with official titles and ranks. The emperors permitted some 

missionaries to stay officially. As for the acceptance of Western calendar, some 

officials in Wanli’s reign petitioned the throne for its use, and it was 

incorporated in the reform project known as the Chongzhen Calendar 崇祯历书, 

which though the name changed later, was considered as the empire’s official 

calendar from Shunzhi to Daoguang 道光. Missionaries held posts in the Bureau 

of Astronomy, and on some were bestowed the title of “Director of the Bureau 

of Astronomy”. With regard to imperial attitudes towards Christianity, Wanli 

and Tianqi showed no clear inclination, while Chongzhen personally favored it 

in a limited way. Shunzhi visited the church in Beijing, granted missionaries 

permission to build other churches and tolerated missionary work in local 

provinces. Kangxi’s favor towards Christianity was even more public and 

substantial, with the Emperor intervening in person to remedy anti-Christian 

incidents. 

 

 

2. Missionaries’ Interpretation of the Edict of Toleration 
 

Some researchers argue that missionaries at that time misunderstood the text, 

and “unused to reading the fine print of imperial edicts”.
21

 How did missionaries 

view the Edict? Did they believe that they had obtained religious freedom in 

China? It should be noted that their interpretation is not equal to its real 

influence on local missions, which could be achieved only by specific case 

studies. 

In the 1669 interdiction, only Europeans were allowed to worship God, 

                                                           
21 Brockey 2007, p. 167.  
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which became a “thorn in the heart” for missionaries in China.
22

 They desired to 

obtain an edict of toleration because the 1669 interdiction brought about many 

anti-Christian incidents. When the persecution started in Zhejiang, 

 
in order to extinguish the fire of the persecution, we (missionaries in the Imperial 

Court) had to resort to imperial favor. In order to extract the root that sends forth 

similar persecutions and sprouts others in the future, it was necessary for the rest to 

strive, wherefore once in this country the freedom of the most Sacred Law of God 

could be granted [...]
23

 

 

The Edict in 1692, as Tomas Pereira saw it, implied the following:  

 
It grants evangelists freedom to preach the Law of God, and permits all the 

Emperor’s subjects to receive and profess Christianity so that no one could obstruct 

them. At the same time, the Edict is spread all over the empire with the imperial 

order. It abrogates the former edict which prohibits people from embracing 

Christianity and originates countless persecutions and obstacles for the propagation 

of our sacred religion.
24

 

 

What’s more, abolishment of the 1669 interdiction suggested the eradication of 

potential anti-Christian persecution in the future:  

 
The Emperor of China not only liberated Christianity from a cruel persecution, but 

also declared in an edict that all Chinese had the freedom of accepting and profess 

Christianity. Consequently the freedom which had been desired for a long time was 

achieved [...]
25

 

 

The “freedom” referred to here by Pereira had the following connotation: first, 

missionaries could preach Christianity freely; second, Chinese could follow 

Christianity openly. In general, in the sight of Pereira, the Edict signified first 

the abolition of the 1669 ban; second, the Faith stayed free from local 

persecution; third, the freedom to preach; last but not the least, the eradication of 

potential persecution. 

How did other missionaries view it? Some commented that Jesuits had 

achieved an edict from the Hangzhou anti-Christian incident, which could 

prevent future persecution: 

 
At the end of 1691, the imperial Court was discussing the biggest issue we have ever 

met until now, which appeased the persecution started by the Governor of Hangzhou 

                                                           
22 Tomás Pereira’s Carta ao Padre Geral Thyrsus Gonzalez (Pequim, 26/6/1692), p. 465. 
23  Tomás Pereira’s Carta aos Padres da Companhia de Jesus do Colégio de Coimbra 

(Pequim, 20/7/1692), p. 544. 
24 Ibid, p. 545. 
25 Tomás Pereira’s Carta ao Cardeal Paluzzo Paluzzi, Prefeito da Congregação de 

Propaganda Fide (Pequim, 8/10/1692), p. 557. 
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against our Sacred Faith. The Emperor made such a rescript that reduced various new 

persecutions.
26

 

 

Another idea is that the Emperor allowed Chinese to “accept our Sacred Faith 

freely”.
27

 Still others held that the Emperor’s order “keeps all churches as before 

and permits those who revere God to worship it”.
28

 In Fontaney’s opinion, the 

“toleration” brought by the Edict to Christianity includes 

 
along with the preservation of existing churches, also the permission for the natives 

to embrace it.
29

 

 

These viewpoints didn’t neccesarily indicate they believed they had obtained 

absolute religious freedom. Missionaries in China had a different understanding 

of Chinese language, and had discrepancies in interpreting the Edict. Also in 

their letters and reports to Europe, they were inclined to emphasize some points 

while underestimate others. Nevertheless, this didn’t mean all of them in China 

couldn’t understand fully the implication of the Edict. Some knew quite well the 

Edict was neither permanent nor unlimited. For example, Tomas Pereira pointed 

out that, they couldn’t preach Gospel indiscriminately, as the Emperor warned 

them to be cautious after he issued the Edict.
30

 Fontaney expressed the same: 

 
[…] it’s certain that the Emperor thinks he has indulged us no small favor on this 

occasion; for, being told that all the fathers were come to return him thanks; they 

have great reason to do so, replied he; however, bid them send word to their brethren 

in the provinces, not to take too much advantage of the permission now given them; 

but to make a prudent use of it, so that I may never bear any more complaints on that 

account from the mandarins: for, added he, should these send up any, I’ll repeal it 

that instant, and then they can blame no one but themselves.
31

 

 

In order to maintain favor, missionaries in China should be discreet:  

 
Therefore, it is necessary for us to still keep caution, and there are many kinds of 

zealous missionaries in China don’t have the due caution that is recommended by us. 

Also, due to the freedom of the Sacred Law of God, so many others poured into this 

empire, just like they entered into a Catholic kingdom. There are many officials who 

are our enemies. They would take any chance to revenge [...]
32

 

 

                                                           
26 Relaçam Apologética da Vinda à Corte dos P.P. João de Fontaney e Claudio Visdelu, fl. 

198v. 
27 Carta Annua do Collégio da Macau e Missão das Residências de Cantão do anno de 1692, 

fl. 103r. 
28 Pontos do anno de 1692, fls. 179v-180. 
29 De Fontaney to the Reverend Father de la Chaise (Cheu-Chan, 15 Feb. 1703), p. 107. 
30 Tomás Pereira’s Carta ao Padre Geral Thyrsus Gonzalez (Pequim, 20/7/1692), p. 542. 
31 De Fontaney to the Reverend Father de la Chaise (Cheu-Chan, 15 Feb. 1703), pp. 107-109. 
32 Tomás Pereira’s Carta ao Padre Geral Thyrsus Gonzalez (Pequim, 26/6/1692), p. 473. 
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In the letter cited above Fontaney showed that he realized that the Edict couldn’t 

be an absolute guarantee of religious freedom. Moreover, Court Jesuits knew 

well Kangxi’s behavioral pattern. Ferdinand Verbiest stated that Kangxi was 

greatly influenced by the officials’ stance. It was impossible for missionaries to 

clear away all anti-Christian factors.
33

 The “freedom” interpreted by 

missionaries in light of the Edict referred to the abrogation of the 1669 

interdiction and the eradication of anti-Christian actions. Moreover, they were 

well aware that, the imperial recognition and support were the prerequisite for 

the Edict to play a role. Once the ruler showed negative attitude (as occurred 

during the later period), anti-Christian officials would press to ban Christianity.  

As commented by Liam Brockey, missionaries in Qing China considered the 

Edict “to be the most important proclamation imaginable”.
34

 Indeed, it seemed 

to contemporary missionaries that the Edict abolished the 1669 interdiction and 

removed the justification that anti-Christian officials often used to persecute 

them and their religion as heresy. Yet the significance of the Edict couldn’t be 

properly explored simply from textual meaning and missionaries’ interpretation. 

It is necessary to observe its influence on local missions.  

 

 

3. The Edict’s Influence in Local Missions 
 

The Edict reached Zhejiang on 7
th 

April 1692 and helped dispel the anti-

Christian atmosphere there. Prospero Intorcetta went to Beijing to express his 

gratitude for this favor. Later, Antoine Thomas on his way to Guangdong urged 

mandarins in Hangzhou to restore the Church.
35

 Tomas Pereira also wrote to 

officials in Pinghu 平湖, asking them to investigate the cause of the ruined 

church there. The officials replied that it was already under investigation, and 

they would favor missionaries to build a new one.
36

 Missionaries and Christians 

in other regions, like Macau and Jiangxi 江西, celebrated this grand event in 

different ways.
37

 The Edict gave missionaries as much hope as they could 

imagine, including “the whole empire of China (will) receive the Christian faith 

within the next hundred years”.
38

 It indeed brought a harvest to China mission in 

a short time. The French Jesuit Louis Le Comte recorded that: 

 
Since this famous Edict, the Chinese run in crowds to be baptized: that the mandarins, 

                                                           
33 The Astronomia Europaea of Ferdinand Verbiest, p. 194. 
34 Brockey 2007, p. 167.  
35 Pontos do Anno de 1692, fls. 178v-180.  
36 Anno de 1693, fls. 180v-181. 
37 See Carta Annua do Collégio de Macao, e Missão das Residências de Cantão do anno de 

1692, fls. 102v-109. 
38 The History of Cang-Hy, the Present Emperour of China Pesented to the Most Christian 

King, p. 101. 
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still idolaters, build churches to the only True God. That a prince of the blood hath 

abjured his errors, and embraced the faith and cross of Jesus Christ. That the 

Emperor himself causeth a church to be erected in his palace, and lodges the 

ministers of the Gospel near his own person.
39

 

 

Pereira described the prosperity brought by the Edict until 1693:  

 
Because of the decree that announced the liberation of the Sacred Law last year, one could 

imagine that there will be a large number of converts. However, those familiar with 

Chinese people are convinced that, whatever has happened before will happen again: 

there is, in fact, such a great fervor that missionaries of other orders have multiplied their 

domiciles so excessively that only in Canton there are now seven churches; yet the 

number of Christians has not increased [...].
40

 

 

What was the long-term effect? As the local missionary environment was 

determined by officials in specific regions, how did these officials view the 

Edict? The following conclusions could be obtained by means of case studies.  

The Edict didn’t grant absolute religious freedom. It could be observed from 

missionary sources that religious activities were still obstructed in certain ways. 

When Jean-Charles de Broissisa (Xi Shengxue 习圣学, 1660-1704) and Jean 

Domenge (Meng Zhengqi 孟正气, 1666-1735) planned to build new churches in 

Fuzhou 抚州, Raozhou 饶州 and Jiujiang 九江 in Jiangxi Province, they were 

stopped by officials in Raozhou and Jiujiang. In Yanzhou 严州 , Zhejiang 

Province, the magistrate prevented Artus de Lionne (Liang Hongren 梁弘任) 

from purchasing property and raising new churches. The Governor Zhang Min 

张敏 opposed it as well. Later in Ningbo 宁波, Zhao Shenqiao 赵申乔, who was 

the succeeding Zhejiang Governor, objected to Jean-Charles de Broissia and 

others building new churches. Jean Joseph Simon Bayard (Fan Gongyuan 樊公

元) in Huangzhou 黄州 and Jean Basset in Chengdu 成都 encountered similar 

obstacles. In these cases, officials’ opposition was grounded on the point that the 

Edict said nothing about whether new churches could be built. Nevertheless, 

instead of dispelling them and punishing their Chinese followers with the 

justification that Christianity was heretical, they accepted the existing 

missionaries and churches in their administrative regions. Fouquet commented 

that: 

 
It is true that the Edict doesn’t say we can build new churches, but it allows us to 

keep the old ones and assemble in church. It seems sufficient to keep affectionate 

judges from making trouble in the churches we have built.
41

 

 

                                                           
39 Memoirs and Observations, Made in a late Journey through the Empire of China [...], pp. 

479-480. The church here mentioned by le Comte is Beitang 北堂.  
40 Tomás Pereira’s Carta ao Padre Geral Thyrsus Gonzalez (Pequim, 30/8/1693), p. 558. 
41 Lettre du père Fouquet à duc de la Force (a Nan-Tchang-Fou, le 26 novembre 1702), p. 77.  
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Even so, the Edict became the justification used by friendly officials to protect 

Christianity, either supporting to build new churches or preventing local people 

from harassing them. Though missionaries in Jiangxi were thwarted by some 

magistrates when purchasing churches, the Governor Ma Rulong 马如龙, who 

had a good relationship with the missionaries, defended them and helped to 

overcome difficulties with the Edict as justification. He issued the following 

notice:  

 
Instructed by the governor Ma: Since Xi Shengxue and others had the official 

document from the Ministry of Rites that allows them to travel as usual, it seems not 

necessary to proscribe them. But, it is pending whether it is appropriate to purchase 

houses and build new churches. Further resolution is needed.
42

 

  

Ultimately, missionaries were permitted to have new churches. There is another 

similar case. In 1701, missionaries in Jiangxi were harrassed by local people. 

The Provincial Administrative Commissioner (Buzhengshi 布 政 使 ) Lu 

Chongxing 卢崇兴 defended them according to the 1692 Edict that all churches 

should be reserved as before and believers could go in and out church as usual. 

He stated in the official notice that:  

 
The Provincial Administrative Commissioner in Jiangxi with two more ranks makes 

the following official announcement. It has been surveyed that, Westerners admire 

China and had traveled thousands of miles to [come here]. Also, the Ministry of Rites 

issued a document with imperial instructions, which gave permission to reserve all 

churches as before, and allowed all believers to go in and out church as usual without 

prohibition. This is documented and carried out all over the country. The Western 

literatus Ma is now living in the prefecture. All the surrounding soldiers, civilians 

and people without fixed duties are proscribed from harassing him. It is notified for 

this purpose. Soldiers, civilians and others are informed that, all nearby soldiers, 

civilians and others are banned from harrasing or interacting with him. Those who 

violate this will be punished heavily (The twenty sixth day of the second lunar month 

in the 26
th
 year of the reign of Emperor Kangxi).

43
 

 

What is more, the Ministry of Rites had a positive attitude towards missionaries 

after the 1692 Edict, and removed the obstacles indirectly created by local 

officials. The Ministry of Rites basically stood in opposite position before 1692. 

In 1669 when officials in the Ministry of Rites were ordered to deliberate the 

issue of European missionaries and their religion, they upheld the verdict made 

during the Calendar Case that Christianity was banned as heresy. In addition, 

                                                           
42 BAV, Borgia Cinese 376, f.153r. In the Borgia Cinese Collection which is reserved in 

Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (BAV), there are several Chinese documents concerning the 

Edict of Toleration. Gong Yingyan 龚缨晏 first introduces these documents to the public, yet 

he doesn’t analyze it thoroughly. See Gong Yingyan 2007, pp. 286-289. I am indebted to Prof. 

Paul Rule for showing me some fragment copies of the documents. 
43 Gong Yingyan 2007, p. 287. 
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they either rejected or detained missionaries’ memorials several times. In 1687, 

the Ministry considered banning Christianity when some official from Zhejiang 

listed Christianity in the same category of the heretical White Lotus Society. 

When French Jesuits reached Ningbo in 1688, the Ministry decided to expel 

them after having received a report from the prefect. And in 1692, when the 

imperial Court discussed the Zhejiang anti-Christian incident, Tomas Pereira 

flattered the Ministry officials with presents, yet they still concluded by 

prohibiting Christianity. Reasons for their objection might be that officials were 

symbolized as defenders of Chinese ritual culture while European missionaries 

themselves were destroyers. Furthermore, the Ministry made deliberations on 

the basis of laws, statutes and precedents that were not favorable to these 

‘barbarians from afar’ (yuanyi 远夷 ) who desired to stay and spread their 

religion in China. The contemporary Jesuit Fontaney also noticed this: 

 
Whenever the Emperor proposes a question to the Tribunals, and they return an 

answer agreeable to the Laws, they cannot be blamed; whereas if their answer is 

repugnant to them [the Laws], the censors of the empire have the right to impeach 

them; and the Emperor is authorized to punish them, for having contravened the 

Laws.
44

 

 

After the Edict of Toleration, the Ministry’s attitude became favorable to 

Christianity. It approved the purchase of new churches twice after 1692. One 

was in 1698. When Artus de Lionne was stopped by the magistrate in Yanzhou 

from purchasing house property, Zhang Min, Governor of Zhejiang, turned over 

the case to the Ministry of Rites. The Ministry later concluded that missionaries 

could establish new churches in Yanzhou with the justification that Lionne was 

acquainted with the Court Jesuit Gerbillon in Bejing and there were churches 

inside and outside Beijing. The 1692 Edict was filed and sent to all provinces 

and the Church was granted with imperial favor: 

 
This is the verification of Lionne’s identity and other instructions made by the 

Ministry of Rites […] After receiving Lionne’s petition, European missionaries 

inside the royal city like Gerbillon are asked: “Is Lionne European? Do you know 

him?” Gerbillon responded that the European Lionne is his old acquaintance and 

often lives in Yanzhou, etc. In the second lunar month of the 31
st
 year of Emperor 

Kangxi’s reign, the Ministry and other authorities followed the imperial decree that 

[…] [wanted] the Edict to be filed in provinces, and the Governor be notified that he 

could handle the issue according to the Edict.
45

 

 

Missionaries took the Ministry’s approval in Yanzhou as a weapon to dispel 

obstacles in other regions. Yet some local officials still didn’t consider the 

Yanzhou approval to be applicable to all provinces. Governor Zhao Shenqiao 赵

                                                           
44 De Fontaney to the Reverend Father de la Chaise (Cheu-Chan, 15 Feb. 1703), pp. 104-105.  
45 Borgia Cinese 376, quoted from Gong Yingyan 2007, p. 288. 
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申乔 was one of them. Around 1702, he opposed missionaries building churches 

in Yin County 鄞县 of Ningbo.
46

 Missionaries in turn argued strongly on the 

basis of the 1692 Edict and the approval of new churches in Yanzhou by the 

Ministry of Rites:  

 
The Great King wants, as they say, to raise new churches in provinces. The Ministry 

of Rites doesn’t forbid us to do so. It recently confirmed the new church in Yanzhou, 

and thus you shouldn’t find it wrong that we come and settle in Ningbo.
47

 

 

But the Governor insisted that the Edict didn’t give permission to build new 

churches. As for the approval of the Ministry, it was limited to Yanzhou. Thus, 

he asked again for instructions from the Ministry and submitted an official 

document:  

 
It concerns the event that the Westerners Xi Shengxue and Guo Zhongchuan bought 

land and raised new churches in Yin County, Ningbo Prefecture. In the Edict issued 

in the 2
nd

 lunar month of the 31
st
 year of Kangxi’s reign, it is ordained that all 

churches possessed by Westerners shouldn’t be touched, but nothing is said about 

building new ones. Please instruct whether Xi Shengxue could build churches in Yin 

County just as Liang Hongren did in Yanzhou or not.
48

 

 

Missionaries were not certain whether the Ministry would once again allow 

them to have new churches in Ningbo. They even worried that the Ministry 

would ban new churches since they “made trouble” in provinces time and again. 

What’s more, favorable decisions made by the Ministry would not necessarily 

result in local officials’ support, while unfavorable ones would definitely 

become the justification for officials to hinder missionary work. Gerbillon 

turned to the Ministry Director for help so as to prevent the Ministry from 

making negative resolutions. Eventually in 1702
49

 the Ministry of Rites 

instructed the Governor to allow Xi Shengxue and Guo Zhongchuan to reside in 

Ningbo in view of the 1692 Edict and the 1698 approval:  

 
According to the declaration from the Ministry of Rites […] issued in the 1

st
 lunar 

month of the 38
th
 year of Emperor Kangxi’s reign, in the official letter from the 

former Zhejiang Governor Zhang Min, Liang Hongren is said to have purchased a 

house in Yanzhou Prefecture in order to reside and worship God, and it is questioned 

whether Liang is Westerner. This needs the Ministry to render a verdict. Once the 

verdict is obtained, it will be carried out immediately. The letter was forwarded to the 

Ministry. The Ministry questioned the Western scholar Gerbillon and others in the 

imperial city: “Is Liang Hongren a Westerner? Do you know him?” Gerbillon replied 

                                                           
46 Lettre du père Fontaney au la Chaise (a Londres, le 15 Janvier 1704), pp. 292-297.  
47 Ibid., p. 293. 
48 Borgia Cinese 376, quoted from Gong Yingyan 2007, p. 288. 
49 Gong Yingyan 龚缨晏 holds that it should be in the 7th lunar month of the 41st year of 

Emperor Kangxi’s reign. See Gong Yingyan 2007, p. 289. 
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that: “I know the Westerner Liang Hongren. He lived in Yanzhou Prefecture in 

Zhejiang before […]” In the 2
nd

 lunar month of the 31
st
 year of Kangxi’s reign […] 

the Edict is filed and followed with great reverence. Westerners Xi Shengxue and 

Guo Zhongchuan who are said to have purchased land and reside in Yin County 

should be permitted [to do so]. The Governor and other officials will be informed.
50

 

 

The Ministry’s approval to build churches in Yanzhou in 1698 and Ningbo in 

1702 not only further strengthened the imperial authority implied in the Edict, 

but also clarified some ambiguous points in the Edict, that is, the tacit 

permission of having new churches. Fontaney commented that, the approval 

made by the Ministry pinpointed “the intention of the Edict and how the 

emperor’s faithful subjects should implement it”.
51

 

Still Fontaney indicated that, the Ministry couldn’t always support 

missionaries for the reason that the personnel changed frequently and not all 

Ministry officials were favorable to them. Moreover, the central government 

might be influenced by local officials’ unfavorable attitude and positions. This 

was reflected in how the Ministry handled local religious issues. Noted by 

missionaries, the Ministry once revealed that:  

 
If they [bonzes] had built a pagoda in some cities and officials consulted us, we 

would destroy it without further formality because bonzes are not permitted to build 

new pagodas in China. But, if bonzes get along well with officials in these cities, and 

officials make no complaints, we would turn a blind eye to the new pagoda.
52

 

 

Officials admitted that the reason why they supported the establishment of new 

churches was because of the 1692 Edict. As they saw it, the Edict actually 

differentiated missionaries from Buddhist monks and they “knew the Emperor’s 

intention by how he expressed his ideas”.
53

 Their way of dealing with newly 

established temples, as mentioned above, indicated that they wouldn’t 

investigate religious issues at regional level if not reported, but would reconsider 

them and make new resolutions based on statutes and precedents once such 

issues were reported. Reasoning by analogy, if there were many complaints 

from local people about Christianity in China, the Ministry might make 

unfavorable resolutions, and even one unfavorable resolution would bring 

tremendous new obstacles. Therefore, despite the Edict, when local missionaries 

planned to have new churches, “the wisest and securest way was to 

communicate with local officials and do nothing without their permission and 

agreement”.
54

 

Still, it shouldn’t be forgotten that official patronage was necessary so as to 

exert the imperial authority transmitted by the Edict. Shortly after missionaries 

                                                           
50 Borgia Cinese 376, quoted from Gong Yingyan 2007, pp. 288-289. 
51 Lettre du père Fontaney au la Chaise (a Londres, le 15 Janvier 1704), p. 296.  
52 Ibid., p. 296. 
53 Ibid., pp. 296-297.  
54 Ibid., p. 297. 
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got permission to build new churches in Ningbo, Julien-Placide Hervieu in 

Huangzhou 黄州  was once again hindered from doing so. Governor Nian 

Xialing 年遐龄 considered that, as there was opposition from local mandarins, 

he needed to report it to the Ministry of Rites. Missionaries who didn’t want the 

Ministry to be involved in these cases appealed to the Governor. The Governor 

replied they had nothing to worry about. Since the Ministry of Rites had 

approved the new church in Ningbo, it should not cause difficulties in 

Huangzhou. Upon the insistence of the missionaries, the Governor kept the case 

to himself. At the same time, the Court Jesuit Gerbillon passed a 

recommendation letter written by the eldest son of Governor Nian, himself a 

member of the Imperial College (Guozijian国子监), to local missionaries so as 

to hand it over to the Governor. He also asked him to write directly to his father, 

urging him to settle the issue in a way favorable to the Jesuits. Consequently, the 

Governor made the first verdict and sent it to the Prefect (zhifu 知府 ) in 

Huangzhou:  

 
The Ministry of Rites, of which I had the honor to be a member, in 1692 passed an 

edict favorable to Europeans, in which it is declared that their doctrine is not 

groundless and superstitious. They do no harassment; on the contrary, they serve the 

state. At present, the priest Meng Zhengqi and others have purchased a house in your 

city so as to dwell there. Do they cause any disorder or make any trouble in your city 

or the surroundings? […] I hereon attach a copy of the Edict issued by the Ministry 

of Rites, which is recorded in the archives of my tribunal.
55

 

 

The Prefect replied that: 

 
Europeans make no trouble in this city. But, as is known, there has never been any 

church in Huangzhou until now, and the Europeans have come to build one. I dare 

not permit them by myself, and I didn’t know that the Ministry of Rites had passed 

an edict in their favor. But now that you have done me the favor to send me a copy of 

this edict, [I agree that] it is justifiable for them to have a [new] church.
56

 

 

Pursuant to this, the Governor instructed that:  

 
Since these Europeans make no trouble in your city, as you have testified, then they 

will remain there. This is the resolution.
57

 

 

Basset, who was a priest in the Propaganda Fide, encountered similar 

obstruction in Sichuan Province. He requested to have new churches in Chengdu 

on the basis of the 1692 Edict and the verdict ordered by the Ministry of Rites 

allowed him to build churches in Yanzhou. The magistrate replied that: 

                                                           
55 Ibid., pp. 315-316.  
56 Ibid., p. 316. 
57 Ibid., pp. 316-317. 
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It’s true that the emperor gave an edict favorable to Christianity, but it only touches 

old churches. The establishment of new churches couldn’t be justified by the Edict. 

For the Yanzhou case, only if you could bring us a similar document that the 

Ministry of Rites made in favor of this new church, then we will give you what you 

ask.
58

 

 

Basset had to write to Gerbillon, asking him for another recommendation letter 

so as to reach the Sichuan Governor. Gerbillon turned to friendly officials for 

help, requesting them to write to the Governor. The officials agreed and attached 

the verdict recently made by the Ministry of Rites in which a new church was 

allowed to be raised in Ningbo. In this case, officials in Sichuan would be 

convinced that no danger would be incurred by permitting the missionaries to 

build a church. 

From the above analysis, it can be seen that the 1692 Edict repressed anti-

Christian speech and activities in so far as the 1669 interdiction was no longer 

the justification used by officials to persecute Christianity. Yet despite the 1692 

Edict, local missionaries still relied on Court Jesuits and their relational network 

to remove obstacles. As commented by Fontaney, the Edict of Toleration had its 

limitations and played its role in a certain manner:  

 
We have been often told since, that certain missionaries seemed to lay no great stress 

upon this Edict, because they had not all the liberty they wished, in order for them to 

settle in various places; and that some mandarins still opposed the preaching of the 

Gospel, and would not permit the heathens to turn Christians. In my opinion, this is 

not a just way of thinking; for supposing that the Emperor had given them leave to 

build churches everywhere (a circumstance not declared in his Edict) yet a 

missionary should ever consider, that persecutions are inseparable from his state of 

life, and the endeavors he may exert for God’s glory. One might ask the persons in 

question, if it would be easy for them to settle, at pleasure, in all the cities of Europe, 

where the governors and magistrates are Christians, disposed to favor everything 

relating to the service and glory of God. It’s therefore no wonder that some 

opposition should be met within China, whose mandarins are heathens, and 

sometimes particular friends of the Bonzes, or very averse to the Christian religion. 

It’s certain however, that these mandarins are very much restrained by the Edict; and 

that the missionaries, ever since we obtained it, live much more unmolested in the 

provinces than before; they are no longer persecuted on account of such churches as 

they already possess; and in case they are desirous of building new ones, they need 

but ingratiate themselves with the governors and other officers of the places [where 

they go], either by making them some presents, or by procuring powerful 

recommendations to them. Such mandarins love us, take every opportunity of 

enforcing the Emperor’s declaration, in order to support us against our enemies […]
59

 

 

 

                                                           
58 Ibid., p. 277.  
59 De Fontaney to the Reverend Father de la Chaise (Cheu-Chan, 15 Feb. 1703), pp. 107-109.  
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Epilogue 
 
As the 1692 Edict compared churches to temples, it seems to take Christianity as 

a local religion similar to Buddhism or Daoism. Imperial favors towards 

Buddhism, like decree of building temples, imperial grant of inscribed plaques 

and emperors’ visit to temples, were similar to those given to Christianity. Yet it 

should be noted that this doesn’t necessarily mean the government positioned 

Christianity and Buddhism equally. From the perspective of state administration, 

on the one hand, Kangxi, like other rulers in imperial China, recognized 

Buddhism and Daoism as legal religions in view of their role of moral education 

and moral restraint among common people; on the other hand, he controlled 

Buddhism and Daoism with a view to social stability. Adopting the religous 

management system of Ming Dynasty, Kangxi imposed tight and systematic 

controls on these two religions. Central Buddhist and Daoist Registries 

(Sengdao Lusi 僧道禄司) were established to supervise monks at different 

levels of territorial administration. Senior monks were given nominal official 

ranks. On the contrary, there was no such systematic management of 

Christianity. Furthermore it should be noted that during the reign of Kangxi, the 

government was lenient to all religions in general, including Buddhism, Daoism, 

Lamaism and folk religions. Therefore, it could be said that Kangxi didn’t treat 

Christianity as equal to Buddhism and Daoism; rather, he granted similar 

toleration towards them. 

From this study it is evident that official attitudes towards European 

missionaries tended towards increasing toleration. It was in this context that the 

Edict of Toleration was obtained in 1692. The Edict was titled differently when 

the news was passed on to Europe. The word “toleration” is used to describe the 

Edict in English works since the eighteenth century, as it can be found in the 

works of John Lockman. For example, 

 
[…] in this manner the so-long-wished for toleration of the Christian religion, for 

which so many prayers had been offered up both in Europe and China, was obtained 

[…]
60

 

[Also] the Mandarin named Tchao, who had been so serviceable in procuring us the 

Edict for tolerating the Christian religion throughout the whole empire, assembled us 

in a palace at some distance from the prince’s apartment.
61

 

 

Still in the missionaries’ letters, “freedom” in different languages was more 

frequently used. As studied in this article, the “freedom” interpreted by 

missionaries doesn’t necessarily mean the same extent of religious freedom 

                                                           
60 Ibid., p. 107. 
61 Father Jartoux to Father de Fontaney (Peking, Aug. 20, 1704), p. 341. 
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understood in Europe. Rather, it referred to the abrogation of the 1669 

interdiction and the eradication of anti-Christian signs. Moreover, missionaries, 

either in Court or in provinces, knew quite well the limited influence of the 

Edict, and that no absolute freedom was guaranteed. What exactly was tolerated 

because of the Edict? At least it signified that Christianity was not heretical. 

Officials could no longer turn to the 1669 interdiction to persecute Christianity. 

Whether friendly or hostile, they had to accept missionaries, churches and 

Christians in their regions since the Ministry of Rites gave its approval. Also, 

friendly officials could take it as a justification to support newly established 

churches and protect them from being harassed. 
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Liaozhai Zhiyi 聊齋志異, by Pu Songling 蒲松齡 (1640-1715), is a hybrid, 

made out of fragments of folklore, myth, existing stories and pure invention, 

using different literary traditions and held together by the assumed authorial 

persona of the ‘Historian of the Strange’. The stories which have received the 

most critical and popular attention are the chuanqi 傳奇 type tales of 

enchantment and romance between human men and ghosts or fox spirits. These 

stories are well known and well loved, and for many, they define Liaozhai itself. 

Yet alongside these romantic stories can also be found zhiguai 志怪 type tales; 

brief and strange, they tell of walking corpses and hideous ghosts; of demons 

and trolls and dangerous magic.
1 

Often dismissed within the collection as a 

whole because of their dubious subject matter – omitted from editions in modern 

Chinese, ignored by television and film adaptations, and neglected by scholars – 

they have also frequently been seen as unworthy of study as ‘horror tales’ 

themselves, leaving an imbalance in the critical and popular understanding of 

the collection. This paper, however, argues that in order for the collection as a 

whole to be fully understood, these short, horrific tales need to be examined 

alongside the tales of enchantment, and their combination of fear and desire 

considered more closely. In order to engage fully with contemporary critical 

thinking on the horror genre, I use the work of the theorists Noel Carroll, whose 

book Paradoxes of the Heart: The Philosophy of Horror is one of the most 

influential texts on the genre, and Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, whose ‘Monster 

                                                 
1 Zhiguai tales, or ‘records of anomalies’, can be traced back to the Six Dynasties period (222-

589). They have been defined as “collections of brief prose entries, primarily but not 

exclusively narrative in nature, that discuss out-of-the-ordinary people and events”. During 

the Tang Dynasty (618-907) tales became longer and more structured, with more complex 

plots and characters, and the chuanqi, or wonder tales, emerged. The anomalous elements in 

these tales – whether ghosts, animal spirits or other unexplained events – tended to be 

secondary to the plot itself. These stories were literary endeavours, as opposed to the zhiguai, 

which often claimed to be real accounts, making, as Zhao Xiaohuan (2005) points out, a great 

point of shilu 實錄, or the recording of facts, in order to avoid being accused of xugou 虛構, 

or the composition of fiction (pp. 31-32). However, as the well-known Liaozhai scholar Yuan 

Shishuo 袁世碩 (2003) highlights, whilst the collection undoubtedly reworks and re-

imagines earlier zhiguai and chuanqi tales, it should also be approached on its own terms, 

taking these literary traditions further and adding its own imagination and invention (p. 130). 
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Theory’ provides a way of looking at the figure of the monster which 

acknowledges its culturally complex contexts and the incorporation of 

conflicting emotions and ideas.
2
  

Rather than examining Liaozhai solely within the tradition of Chinese 

supernatural fiction, reading it alongside the work of contemporary critics on 

horror and the monstrous situates it within a broader cultural and historical 

background and allows for a clearer focus on the collection’s juxtaposition of 

fear and desire. Of course, there are pitfalls in using theorists from one cultural 

context to examine another time and culture. Noel Carroll’s framework of horror 

concentrates on the American and European context, basing his argument on the 

epistemological changes brought about by Enlightenment thinking in Europe. 

Using this framework, there is a risk of making assumptions about beliefs and 

emotions, simplifying and universalising horror into a few broad strokes. 

However, expanding on Carroll’s work and examining the ways in which it can 

be applied to Liaozhai can throw new light onto the ways in which horror 

functions transculturally. This can be highlighted particularly when examined 

together with Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s essay, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)”, 

one of the most significant recent contributions to academic and critical work on 

the monstrous. The first of Cohen’s seven theses is, “the monster’s body is a 

cultural body”. He argues that monsters are culturally specific, and must be 

examined “within the intricate matrix of relations (social, cultural, and literary-

historical) that generate them”.
3
 For Liaozhai, this ‘matrix’ includes the social, 

cultural and historical context, as well as the structure of the collection itself. 

The collection’s size and complexity has meant that it is difficult to approach as 

a whole. But the monster – often a hybrid – helps to make sense of the 

collection’s own hybridity. Therefore in this paper I examine the Liaozhai 

monsters within the context of the collection as a whole, as well as within the 

context in which they were written, a time in which the exploration of emotions, 

passions and desires was a predominant literary trend, yet also a time of 

epistemological uncertainty, of anxieties which find a shadowy reflection in 

Liaozhai’s darker tales. 

 

 

1. Horror in Liaozhai 
 

A man is sleeping in his own bed when a hideous figure appears in the doorway. 

Paralysed, the man can do nothing as the figure climbs onto him and forces her 

saliva down his throat. Elsewhere, a vendor of scorpions is pursued and 

murdered by a vengeful scorpion demon; ghosts enact a graphic 

disembowelment; a corpse rises and chases a man through a sleeping village; a 

woman and her maid are killed by a crone spitting water. All of these disturbing 

                                                 
2 Carroll 1990; Cohen 1996. 
3 Cohen 1996, p. 4. 
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tales and more can be found in Liaozhai, and yet they have rarely been studied 

as ‘horror tales’. Even Zhang Guofeng, who looks closely at the shorter zhiguai 

tales, appears to allow only for “The Transformation of a Corpse” 尸變 to be 

called a true horror tale, arguing that  

 
although Liaozhai speaks of foxes and ghosts, the stories which truly have to do with 

horror are very few.
4
  

 

Others allow for marginally more. Allan Barr comments that, “within their 

modest aims they succeed superbly in capturing the reader’s imagination by the 

use of telling detail”. However, he goes on to write that,  

 
these short tales concerned with a life-and-death struggle between man and 

supernatural adversary rarely attract comment from modern critics of Liaozhai, who 

are keen to find greater literary significance than simply a good horror story.
5
 

 

The phrase ‘simply a good horror story’, is telling, and perhaps reflects the 

regard in which the genre of horror has been held by many critics and academics 

(though the situation is changing, in part thanks to critics such as Cohen, and the 

recent increase in scholarly interest in the horrific and monstrous). In one of the 

few in-depth analyses of the collection’s horror tales, Sing-chen Lydia Chiang 

argues that they are ‘foundational texts’, which introduce the primary thematic 

issues to be explored throughout the rest of the stories: crisis in selfhood and 

masculinity, socio-political alienation, anxiety over the breakdown of the 

patriarchal order.
6
 Yet her study focuses on the horror tales alone, and is limited 

to a psycho-analytical reading of male anxiety which does not allow for a 

consideration of the way in which the different kinds of tales work together.
7
 In 

order to examine more closely how the horror tales work within the collection, 

and why they need to be juxtaposed with the tales of enchantment, it is useful to 

look first at what horror is, and what it can do.  

Fear is commonly defined as 

 
the emotion of pain or uneasiness caused by the sense of impending danger, or by the 

prospect of some possible evil.
8
  

 

                                                 
4 Zhang Guofeng 2008, p. 6. “The Transformation of a Corpse”, 1: 5. 
5 Barr 1985, p. 160. 
6 Chiang 2005, p. 81. 
7 Judith Halberstam criticises modes of interpretation such as the psychoanalytic, which insist 

on the essential link between psychosexual pathology and monstrosity, arguing that this 

approach too easily simplifies the monstrous into ‘anything repressed’ in the psyche. As 

monstrosity is historically and culturally conditioned, the usefulness of this approach needs to 

be questioned (though it can undoubtedly reveal certain aspects and provoke new ways of 

thinking about the collection). Halberstam 1995, p. 11. 
8 OED on-line http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68773. 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68773
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It is an emotional response to a known or definite threat. Horror, on the other 

hand, is the feeling after something has been seen or experienced. The word 

horror comes from the Latin verb horrere, meaning (for one’s hair) to ‘stand on 

end’ or ‘bristle’. It is  

 
a painful emotion compounded of loathing and fear; a shuddering with terror and 

repugnance; a strong aversion mixed with dread; the feeling excited by something 

shocking or frightful.
9
 

 

Noel Carroll highlights the figure of the monster as the root of the emotion of 

horror (or ‘art-horror’, which he distinguishes from the horror we feel when 

watching terrible events on the news, for example). Monsters do not have to be 

horrifying, he argues, but to cause the emotion of horror, the monster must not 

only be cognitively threatening but also physically threatening. 

What is a monster? A brief glimpse at any dictionary illustrates the sheer 

breadth of definition, taking in excessiveness (whether in size, appearance or 

behaviour), ability to change, and deviation from the ‘norm’, opening up the 

monster to almost any kind of interpretation and posing the problem that, if the 

monster is defined in relation to what is ‘normal’, what is the norm? In response 

to this, Asa Mittman, in his introduction to one of the most recent and 

comprehensive studies of monsters and monster theory from around the world, 

proposes a different approach to their definition. Extrapolating from Cohen’s 

work, Mittman argues that the monster cannot only be known by its 

embodiment, nor from its location or its behaviour (though all these aspects are 

also important), but – and perhaps primarily – through its impact, its effect.
10

 

Mittman is influenced by Cohen’s “monster theses”, which take the monster’s 

difference as key; not simply the fact of its difference to the human, but the ways 

in which difference is used, understood, or created. Instead of simply defining 

the monster in his theses, Cohen discusses what the monster does. The act of 

defining is impossible, he argues, because the monster is  

 
a genus too large to be encapsulated in any conceptual system; the monster’s very 

existence is a rebuke to boundary and enclosure.
11

  

 

This escape from categories and boundaries, key to Cohen’s monster theses, can 

also provide a helpful way of approaching Liaozhai, particularly when 

                                                 
9 OED on-line http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68773. 
10 Mittman 2012, p. 6. Zeitlin discusses this same issue in her examination of the strange in 

China; “it was early recognized in China that the strangeness of a thing depended not on the 

thing itself but on the subjective perception of its beholder or interpreter” (Zeitlin 1993, p. 6). 

What this understanding of the monster does not necessarily require is for the monster to be 

evil, or terrifying. Not all scholars agree with this; China Miéville (2012), one of the UK’s 

foremost contemporary fantasists, argues in his own “Theses on Monsters” that, “monsters 

must be creature forms and corpuscles of the unknowable, the bad numinous” (p. 42). 
11 Cohen 1996, p. 7. 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68773
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considered alongside Noel Carroll’s framework of horror, which highlights the 

narrative pull and fascination of moments of boundary-crossing in horror tales.
12 

Judith Zeitlin, in her influential 1993 study of Liaozhai, takes ‘the strange’ as a 

starting point for an examination of boundary-crossing in the collection. She 

examines the terms guai, yi and qi (怪, 異, 奇), and their various definitions and 

meanings, all of which are abstract and fluid categories of strangeness.
13

 

Zeitlin’s conclusion is to question whether the strange is definable at all; is the 

key quality of the strange, she wonders, its sheer elasticity, elusiveness, and 

changeability? Like the monster in Cohen’s framework, the concept of ‘the 

strange’ can be seen as covering both the fearful and the wondrous. Yet whilst 

the strange is an abstract concept, the monster is a concrete ‘thing’ deriving 

etymologically from the Latin monstrum––‘that which reveals’ or ‘that which 

warns’. It also contains the meaning of ‘showing’, or monstrare, still seen in the 

word ‘demonstrate’. So the monster’s body is readable, providing a physical 

embodiment for complex and changeable meanings and allowing for a way to 

approach the collection as a whole, in all its hybridity. 

Carroll argues that horror as a genre in Europe emerges during the 

Enlightenment, with the ‘Gothic’, because, along with new developments in 

how science and the natural world were understood, this was the first time in 

which the monster became seen as being ‘outside the natural order’.
14

 From this 

point of view, the emotion of art-horror was unavailable in Qing Dynasty China 

because of the continued belief in the existence of the supernatural and the threat 

                                                 
12 The complexity surrounding the term ‘monster’ can also be found in the translation of the 

Chinese terms surrounding strange creatures. In early texts, the ancient Chinese did not 

always make a clear distinction between types of spirits and demons; characters bearing the 

ghost radical gui 鬼, such as chi 螭, mei 魅, wang 魍, liang 魉 refer to powerful spirits, 

monsters and demons of various kinds. Later, the word guaiwu 怪物 (or ‘strange thing’, to use 

a literal translation) is sometimes used, but there is also the word yao 妖, which Anthony C. 

Yu translates as ‘monster, fiend, weird, abnormal’. The two can be combined to create 

yaoguai 妖怪, ‘a monster, a goblin, a demon’. See Yu 1987, pp. 397-434. 
13 Zeitlin 1993, p. 6. She describes yi as having the broadest and most flexible range of 

meanings, primarily meaning ‘difference’ or ‘to differentiate’, with implications of anything 

that differs from the norm. Qi, though ‘rather murky’, has “the most consistent history as a 

term of aesthetic approval”, covering a range of rare, original, fantastic, amazing, odd, yet 

also designating a deviation from the norm. The word guai has the narrowest span of 

meanings, and the most negative, in the sense of ‘weird, uncanny, freakish, abnormal, 

unfathomable’. To complicate matters further, they are often used synonymously, or defined 

in relation to each other, or made into compounds, all of which blur the distinctions between 

them and make fixed definitions difficult. 
14 Carroll 1990, p. 57. Gothic literature takes its name from the medieval German – Gothic – 

setting of early works such as Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto. Its stories were set in 

crumbling castles and old houses, featuring trapped heroines and villainous anti-heroes, and it 

emphasised extremity of emotions, and both fear and romance. Through the nineteenth 

century, the Gothic mode produced some of literature’s best known monsters, such as Bram 

Stoker’s Dracula, and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr Hyde. 
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it posed to human life.
15

 Carroll’s framework allows that only what is known to 

be against nature can create repulsion, which must then be combined with fear to 

create horror. However, this view, for all its helpful insights, needs to be 

expanded in order to encompass a broader cultural and historical canvas. As 

both Rania Huntington and Judith Zeitlin argue, in their works on foxes and the 

strange in China, it is possible in the Chinese context for a monster to be both a 

creature of the imagination and to exist in the natural order. “There was no 

contradiction between a belief in the supernatural and a belief in its 

psychological origins”, writes Huntington.
16

 A supernatural creature could be 

accepted both as a dream, and as real.
17

 Monstrous creatures such as ghosts, 

were-creatures, and demons were still feared in China as a genuine threat, even 

though they were also feared as boundary-crossing violations of the natural 

order. 

So both art-horror and ‘real life’ horror are combined in Liaozhai, whose 

context provides fertile ground for the manipulation of these fears. The 

collection was written at a time of social and epistemological change; a time of 

uncertainty amongst the literati about their place in society in the wake of the 

difficult Ming-Qing transition; and a time of cosmological uncertainty in which, 

as John Henderson has written, there was a growing belief that 

 
 a certain indeterminacy is woven into the fabric of the cosmos, and a corresponding 

imprecision into man’s knowledge of the world.
18

 

 

The diversity and uncertainty of the world is mirrored in Liaozhai’s own 

dizzying diversity, in which monsters can be dangerous or benign; repulsive, 

desirable or comic. Images of different types of monster are not stable 

throughout the collection but constantly shift and change, containing multiple 

meanings. Both the ugly, frightening, malignant ghost and the beautiful, timid, 

fragile ghost are present; both motiveless, fearful demons and kind and 

beneficent ones, both the vampiric fox and the loving one.
19

 In the early Gothic 

                                                 
15 Ter Haar 2006, p. 17. 
16 Huntington 2003, p. 233, and Zeitlin 1993, p. 7. 
17 See Pi-ching Hsu 2006, for a further discussion of this issue in relation to Feng Menglong’s 

Three Words. 
18 Henderson 1984, p. 246. 
19 Luo Hui (2009) groups foxes, animal spirits, and various other supernatural creatures under 

the heading of ‘ghost’, arguing that, “it is evident that ghosts, foxes, fairies and various 

human, animal and plant spirits occupy the same terrain of Pu Songling’s literary 

imagination” (Luo Hui 2009, p. 18). But the ghost, for all its different interpretations and 

representations, is still one specific category of creature, with specific cultural implications. 

Ghosts have to do with the dead; the control of the dead, the insurrection of the dead. Other 

creatures have different specific cultural implications. As Judith Zeitlin points out, in relation 

to the story “Lianxiang” 蓮香 (2: 220-232) which involves a love triangle between a human 

man, a ghost, and a fox spirit, in Liaozhai, ghost and fox spirit are not interchangeable. Lotus-

scent [Lianxiang] is decidedly yang to the ghost’s yin. Although both are associated, in 
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novels of Carroll’s framework, horror comes from the disturbance caused by 

creatures such as Dracula to the order which the protagonist and reader know to 

be natural and scientific. Count Dracula causes horror because he is both 

dangerous and a violation of nature; monsters break the illusion of an 

understandable and coherent natural world. In Liaozhai, however, monsters 

mirror a world already suspected of being beyond understanding and full of 

anomaly. It is the uncertainty and unknowability of the world which they 

embody, creating a greater horror: that of the possibility of fears coming true. 

Dracula and other Gothic monsters are kept safe within the pages of the novel; 

the rational world view knows that they are an impossibility; the walking corpse 

or hideous ghost of Liaozhai, however, may really be a danger, just as the 

monster may also turn out to be kindly and benign. Their escape from 

established categories, definitions and beliefs makes them, in Noel Carroll’s 

words, ‘cognitively threatening’, unsettling established ways of understanding 

the world.
20  

 

 

2. Plotting Horror 
 

A typical Liaozhai tale often introduces its protagonist by their position or 

character and where they live. It presents an ordered Confucian world of small 

towns, temples, the local yamen, family and marriage; a world of controlled, 

separate spaces, contained within walls and social structures, which is then 

threatened or changed by the entry of the monster. Carroll points out that one 

feature of the horror genre is the repetitive nature of its plots. Although stories of 

striking originality do exist, overall certain structural patterns appear again and 

again and can be found in some combination within what he calls the ‘complex 

discovery plot’.
21

 Broken down simply, this plot contains four elements: onset 

(the establishment of the monster’s presence); discovery (the protagonists learn 

of its existence); confirmation (evidence of the danger it poses), and 

confrontation (in which humanity and the monster meet). Each of these can exist 

on its own, or be combined with others in varying degrees of complexity.  

Applying this narrative framework to Liaozhai stories, we can see that very 

similar structures exist. To take the story “Spitting Water” 喷水 as an example, 

onset and discovery occur together when in the middle of the night a hideous 

                                                                                                                   
traditional thinking, with yin, and the earthy, the fox spirit in the story is associated with 

healing, laughter, warmth and wisdom, and the ghost with disease, melancholy, coldness and 

infatuation (Zeitlin 2007, p. 17). 
20 Carroll 1990, p. 34. This approach to monstrosity shares some similarities with the work of 

Tsvetan Todorov on the fantastic. He defines the fantastic as “that hesitation experienced by a 

person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event” 

(Todorov 1975, p. 25). 
21 Carroll points out that he does not attempt to approach every plot; only the most 

widespread. 
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apparition appears to a woman and her maids in the courtyard of their home. 

Horrified, they see that the apparition is an old crone, who dances around like a 

crane, with an endless stream of water spurting from her mouth.
22

 The crone 

spits at them, and they fall down dead. The confirmation part of the plot occurs 

when one of the maids survives, and describes what she saw. Finally, 

confrontation: the woman’s husband digs up the ground where the crone was 

seen, and finds the remains of an entire corpse, its face still covered in flesh. 

When the corpse is struck, the flesh and bones fall away––beneath the skin the 

corpse is all rotten, consisting of nothing but water. The tale is very short, but 

reading it through Carroll’s framework can highlight not only its narrative drive, 

but also the way in which boundaries are crossed and the status quo disrupted. 

The boundaries are both physical and abstract; the crone is watched through a 

paper lattice, which she then splits when she spits water at the woman and the 

maids. She crosses the boundary between the home and the outside, and between 

life and death. The act or discovery of each of these boundary-crossings is 

aligned with the elements of onset, discovery, confirmation and confrontation, 

and highlights the fearful nature of the threatening of boundaries.  

Another tale which adheres closely to this framework is “The Troll” 山魈, in 

which a terrifying creature appears to a scholar who is studying at a temple. The 

onset of the story begins when the scholar has returned to the temple after brief 

stay at home. Although he has only been away ten days, his lodgings are thick 

with dust and cobwebs. At night, the wind roars and doors bang. Realising 

something is wrong, the scholar is terrified. At last, confirmation, as the monster 

appears: a great troll, “its face dark and blotchy like an old melon rind”, its eyes 

blazing and cavernous mouth lolling open to reveal long fangs.
23

 And then 

confrontation, as the protagonist stabs the creature in the belly, driving it out of 

his room. As well as following the plot described by Carroll, these stories also 

contain imagery typical of countless horror tales from around the world: the 

night-time setting, strange noises, the dangerous and hideous intruder whose 

features are both familiar but wrong. 

A number of the Liaozhai stories are very brief; what Carroll would call pure 

onset and confrontation plots, in which the monster appears (thus, onset and 

discovery happening at the same time) and, as in “The Troll”, the protagonist 

must confront it in order to save his own life. “Biting a Ghost” 咬鬼 and 

“Ghostly Saliva” 鬼津 are examples of this plot, in which a monster appears 

without warning and confronts the protagonist in the apparent safety of his own 

bedroom.
24

 In both of these stories the protagonists are resting in their rooms 

when a terrifying figure appears and climbs onto them on their beds. And in 

both, the men are unable to move. The protagonist of “Biting a Ghost” is finally 

able to fight it off by biting down on its face, though he is made sick from the 

                                                 
22 “Spitting Water”, 1: 8-9. 
23 “The Troll”, 1: 18-19, transl. by Minford 2006, p. 28. 
24 “Biting a Ghost”, 1: 20-21; “Ghostly Saliva”, 7: 945. 
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stench it leaves. Mr. Li, in “Ghostly Saliva”, cannot eat, and is finally forced to 

induce vomiting, after the ghost has forced its saliva into his mouth. In these 

tales, the confirmation element of the plots is left unresolved: all that is left is a 

stain, a smell, the protagonist’s word against a vanished creature. They are very 

private confrontations with the monster. 

Carroll’s aim in discussing these structures is not only to examine the ways 

in which horror tales are often organised, but also, “to suggest, in part, 

something of the origin of pleasure that horror aesthetes find in the genre”.
25

 

What emerges through the examination of plot is the fact that cutting across the 

majority of horror stories – both those Carroll discusses, and the Liaozhai tales – 

is the theme of exploration and discovery.
26

 The plot draws the audience on 

through its structure of onset, discovery, confrontation, each of which provides a 

further clue to the monster’s existence, and although the story causes the 

emotions of fear and horror, the reader (or spectator) is involved by the desire to 

know more, to discover what happens when boundaries are crossed; to explore 

the unknown or the unspoken. At the heart of Carroll’s ‘paradox of horror’ is 

what Jeffrey Jerome Cohen calls “the simultaneous repulsion and attraction at 

the core of the monster’s composition”, or the thesis that “fear of the monster is 

really a kind of desire”.
27

 What is desired is the unknowable, that which is 

outside of any conceptual scheme or established way of thinking, outside the 

boundaries of the ordered world. And  

 
art-horror is the price we are willing to pay for the revelation of that which is 

impossible or unknown.
28

  

 

Or, to revise this framework to encompass the context in which Liaozhai was 

written, the revelation of that which is impossible yet still suspected; that which 

is unknown but fearfully – and fascinatingly – possible.  

 

 

3. ‘The Cold Touch in the Midst of the Familiar’ 
 
This desire to explore the ‘impossible or unknown’ is given form in the 

collection through the persona of the assumed author, the ‘Historian of the 

Strange’, who in his authorial preface describes his ‘madness’ for the act of 

collecting anomalies as ‘irrepressible’.
29

 Foundational to the text as a whole, this 

figure can illuminate the way in which Liaozhai explores ideas of both fear and 

                                                 
25 Carroll 1990, p. 98. 
26 Ibid., p. 125. 
27 Cohen 1996, p. 16. 
28 Carroll 1990, pp. 182-186. 
29 In fact, this madness or obsession for collection was something which, beginning in the 

Ming Dynasty and continuing into the Qing, was glorified, standing as the mark of a scholarly 

gentleman. 
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desire. Whilst the traditional act of collecting anomalies, in China and 

elsewhere, involved the journey from the centre to the margins in order to find 

the anomalous and monstrous and bring them back, the Liaozhai tales subvert 

this pattern. The Historian of the Strange does not journey outwards, but is 

himself at the centre, the stories coming to him:  

 
What I have heard, I committed to paper, and so this collection came about. After 

some time, like-minded men from the four directions dispatched stories to me by 

post, and because ‘things accrue to those who love them’, what I had amassed grew 

even more plentiful.
30

 

 

In his preface he is alone in his studio, surrounded by monsters and the night: 

 
It’s just that here it is the glimmering hour of midnight as I am about to trim my 

failing lamp. Outside my bleak studio the wind is sighing; inside my desk is cold as 

ice […]
31

  

 

But it is from this uneasy centre that he is able to invert and destabilise the 

categories of the familiar and strange. He remarks that there may be stranger 

things in our own world than ‘in the land of flying heads’.
32

 The point he is 

making to his readers is that 

 
the strange is not other; the strange resides in our midst. The strange is inseparable 

from us.
33

 

 

The tales go on to illustrate this. Whilst some are set in lonely temples and 

remote mountainous regions, others take place in more familiar places, in the 

urban centres, in named villages close to the Historian’s own home town, and in 

domestic spaces. In “Spitting Water” the house which suffers the attack from the 

hideous crone is not in a remote village, but in the very centre itself, the capital. 

The story “The Transformation of a Corpse” tells of four travellers who stop for 

the night at an inn.
34

 The innkeeper tells them that his daughter-in-law has 

recently died, and her body remains in the inn. The men agree to stay anyway. 

During the night, however, the protagonist wakes up, and sees the corpse rise. 

Walking over to each of his companions, she breathes on them, killing them in 

their beds. The protagonist flees, but he is chased all the way through the village 

by the corpse, who is only finally halted when she tries to clutch at him around a 

tree outside a temple, and remains fixed in place there, her nails buried deep into 

the wood. The tale is not set in some far flung corner, but, according to the 

                                                 
30 Transl. by Judith Zeitlin 1993, pp. 43-49. Robert Campany provides an in-depth discussion 

of the project of anomaly collecting in early China (Campany 1996). 
31 Zeitlin 1993, p. 49. 
32 Ibid., pp. 43-49. 
33 Ibid., p. 47. 
34 “The Transformation of a Corpse”, 1: 5-7. 



Explorations of Desire: Monsters, Horror and Enchantment    97 

Historian, in Cai Village, just a few miles from his hometown. This familiar 

space, however, fails to provide a safe haven; the protagonist runs screaming 

through the village but no-one seems to hear him, and when he hammers at the 

temple door, the monks are too afraid to let in a stranger in the middle of the 

night. The fact that the village has been named and located gives it an uncanny 

reality, tying it to the revised framework discussed above, the simultaneous 

impossibility and existence of the strange. 

Traditionally, the project of collecting created a distancing effect. The strange 

or horrific was found on the margins, in the periphery, and through collection 

could be ordered and made safe. But the structure of Liaozhai does not allow for 

such re-ordering. Disorder is shown to be brought to the centre––the safe and 

familiar places, the places of order. The monster is not somewhere ‘out there’, 

far enough away to be fearful but not immediately threatening; it is here, within 

the confines of familiar village life or the safe domestic space of the home. 

Some of the most disturbing tales in the collection are those such as “Biting a 

Ghost” and “Ghostly Saliva”, in which the monster enters the home as the 

protagonist is resting; apparently motiveless attacks in which the boundaries 

around the home and private space (often the most private space of the bedroom 

or study) are shown to be ineffectual. These tales also unsettle bodily boundaries 

––the forced exchange or stealing of bodily fluids; a confusion between ‘inside’ 

and ‘outside’. “Pulling the Intestines” 抽腸 continues this theme. In this tale, a 

man sees two figures enter his room: a man, and a woman who appears to be 

hugely pregnant.
35

 To his horror, before his eyes the man takes a knife and cuts 

open the woman’s belly, draping her entrails around the room, and eventually 

around the protagonist himself. He screams for help, but when members of his 

family arrive, nothing is left of the strange figures, nor any trace of the entrails. 

In each of the tales, the protagonists are helpless in the face of the horror that 

crosses not only the boundaries of their home but also the boundaries of the 

body. 

What truly horrifies is, as the most famous of American contemporary horror 

writers has stated, “a cold touch in the midst of the familiar”.
36 

Yet this is also 

part of the fascination of horror: the way in which it allows us to explore the 

known as well as the unknown, to find the familiar made unfamiliar, the ordered 

disordered, the home unhomely. The Historian of the Strange embodies this 

simultaneous fear and desire evoked by the unknown. He describes the fearful 

things which surround him in his study, and he tells tales of the dangerous 

consequences of crossing boundaries yet he also longs to cross these boundaries 

himself. “Are the only ones who understand me”, he asks, “in the green wood 

and the dark frontier?”
37

 Zeitlin describes how the syntax of the phrase not only 

echoes The Analects of Confucius but also follows a poem by Du Fu, in which 

                                                 
35 “Pulling the Intestines”, 9: 226. 
36 King 1981, p. 299. 
37 Zeitlin 1993, p. 104. 
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the poet sees the dead Li Bai in a dream, and presents himself as Li Bai’s true 

friend and reader. But for the Historian of the Strange, the relations governing 

the original poem are reversed: 

 
it is no longer the living who are the true readers of the dead writers of the past. 

Instead, his true readers are wraiths, disembodied spirits, inhabiting the shadowy 

world of the dead and of dream [...]
38

  

 

Though the imagery of the preface is chilling and fearful, suffused with 

premonitions of death, the Historian longs for communication beyond the ‘dark 

frontier’ of death. It is boundary-crossing – the relations with the other world –  

that can ease his ‘lonely anguish’ (gufen 孤愤). So he and his preface encompass 

the ambiguity of boundaries in Liaozhai; not only their fluidity, but the way their 

crossing is both feared and desired. He sets the scene, from the very beginning, 

for the juxtaposition of fear and enchantment, of horror and wonder.  

 

  

4. Horror and Desire 
 

Turning from the tales which could perhaps be called ‘purely horror’ to the tales 

of romance or enchantment can illuminate the ways in which this juxtaposition 

works. Although both enchanting and fearful female monsters are depicted, the 

beautiful, benign monster is in the majority.
39

 Judith Zeitlin discusses the 

numerous transformations of the female ghost throughout the Chinese literary 

tradition, 

 
from frightening, malignant, sexually predatory agents of disease and death to timid, 

vulnerable, fragile creatures in need of male sympathy, protection, and life-giving 

powers […] [They] became associated with desire, rather than fear.
40

 

 

This type of ghost, ‘the phantom heroine’, has been at the centre of much of the 

chuanqi genre, and appears in Liaozhai in figures such as Li Shi, in “Lianxiang” 

莲香, who is fragile and charming, appearing to the protagonist at night as an 

‘exquisite vision’ and promising to “stay with you forever and sleep by your 

                                                 
38 Ibid., p. 51. 
39 Luo Hui looks at some of the reasons why the ‘hybrid identities’ in anomaly tale collections 

are predominantly female, pointing out that, “the patrilineal basis of Confucian ancestral 

worship has meant that the non-ancestral ghosts are by default female”. Luo Hui 2009, p. 110. 

Robert Campany also discusses the theme of ancestral and non-ancestral ghosts (Campany 

1991, pp. 15-34). 
40 Zeitlin 2007, p. 24. Zeitlin quotes Feng Menglong’s famous line from his work Qingshi 

Leilüe 情史類略 (Anatomy of Love): “For longing [si] is born of love and gods and ghosts are 

likewise born of love” (Qingshi, 8: 224); Zeitlin 2007, p. 21. 
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side”.
41

 The phantom heroine has also played an important role in the cult of 

qing 情, which flourished between the late Ming and the middle of the Qing, and 

which can add to our understanding of horror and enchantment in Liaozhai. 
Martin Huang, discussing concepts of desire in Chinese fiction, writes that 

qing does not have a precise English equivalent, but has been variously 

translated as ‘feelings’, ‘love’, ‘romantic sentiments’ and ‘passions’.
42

 It was a 

major influence on the literary endeavours of this period. In Tang Xianzu’s 湯顯

祖 (1550-1616) The Peony Pavilion 牡丹亭 which exerted a strong influence on 

writers in both the Ming and the Qing, the heroine Du Liniang 杜麗娘 is 

brought back to life through love, and in the works of many writers to follow, 

qing manifested its power through the female ghost, 

 
whose quest for love compels her to revisit the human world in search of her beloved 

and whose undying passion leads to her resurrection or rebirth, usually through the 

sexual agency of her male partner.
43

 

 

Qing in this representation is a dynamic force, capable of generation and 

regeneration, of overcoming death itself.
44

 McMahon looks at this idealisation of 

the power of love and the feminine as “a uniquely late Ming interpretation of the 

concept of qing”.
45

 Whilst late Ming writers such as Tang Xianzu and Feng 

Menglong 馮夢龍 explored the positive, life-giving power of qing, later Qing 

writers such as Cao Xueqin 曹雪芹 also looked at its darker, more destructive 

sides.
46

 This may have been the influence of the difficult dynastic transition and 

the unsettled years that followed, in which parts of the country were ravaged by 

battles between the new Manchu regime and local Ming loyalists. Many literati 

had difficulty finding their place in the new regime, whilst suffering the social 

disenfranchisement caused by being unable to achieve an official post through 

                                                 
41 “Lianxiang”, 2: 220-232; transl. by Minford 2006, p. 213. See Zeitlin (2007) for an in-depth 

examination of the phantom heroine, and of the Liaozhai romance tales. Ma Ruifang (2002) 

has also provided an analysis of many of these tales.  
42 Huang 1998, p. 153. Huang has explored the connotations of the term in its connotation of 

‘moral nature’ as well as its association with yu 欲 or physical desire. Judith Zeitlin (1993, p. 

47) discusses the ‘cult of feeling’. Keith McMahon discusses qing as “a type of passionate 

resolve that defies the lie of the orthodox mask” (2006, p. 212). See also Santangelo 2006, for 

some reflections on the cult of qing as a new ‘Romantic movement’ as well as a conveyer of 

social values. As the issues surrounding qing as emotion and its relationship to sexual desire 

are more complex than can be adequately discussed here, see Huang’s article, as well as his 

work Desire and Fictional Narrative in Late-Imperial China, 2001, for a more in-depth 

examination. 
43 Zeitlin 2007, p. 7. 
44 See Santangelo 2006, pp. 144, 151. 
45 McMahon 2006, p. 212. 
46 Santangelo 2006, p. 150. See also Ropp, in Santangelo and Middendorf 2006, for more on 

the changes in the representation of qing in three key mid-Qing texts. 
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the examination system.
47

 This uncertain, unsettled context may have influenced 

writers to turn towards a more complex representation of qing, moving away 

from what many saw as the self-indulgent and overly-romantic Ming focus on 

love. 

Certainly, in their combination of tales of enchantment and tales of horror, 

the Liaozhai tales contain an exploration of these different aspects of qing. Its 

positive, regenerative power can be seen not only in the collection’s phantom 

heroines, but also in the figure of what Keith McMahon calls “the remarkable 

woman”, another popular figure at this time who, whether mortal or immortal, is 

“a model of moral strength and resolve”.
48

 This figure can be seen in Liaozhai 

characters from the beautiful, brilliant, fox spirit Lianxiang – cleverer and more 

accomplished than the human male protagonist – to the female warrior who 

takes the head of her enemy and leaves her child behind.
49

 These types of tales 

can thus be seen as an exploration of desire and feelings; the beautiful, benign 

monsters adding up to a male fantasy of beauty and the feminine, and the 

driving force of the tales being love, enchantment, beauty.  

The collection’s horror tales, on the other hand, could be seen as being in 

clear-cut opposition to its tales of enchantment: instead of the entry of the 

desirable, beautiful ghost or spirit, a hideous, fearful monster enters, posing a 

threat to the protagonist’s life. “Biting a Ghost”, “Ghostly Saliva”, and “Pulling 

the Intestines”, mentioned above, are all instances in which the idealised, 

romanticised vision of the beautiful, supernatural woman appearing 

unexpectedly in the bedroom is horrifically subverted.
50

 Approaching the stories 

in this way suggests that the horror tales mark the darker, more unsettling side of 

qing––another part of the collection’s exploration of the unknown or unspoken.  

But when the different types of tale are juxtaposed, when the collection is 

read as a whole, it can be seen that the tales driven by fear and horror, and those 

driven by love and enchantment, in fact work in similar ways. McMahon looks 

at “the radically transformative effect of qing moments [...], moments of 

miraculous unhinging and magical discontinuity”, the key meeting points of the 

remarkable woman and the human protagonist.
51

 They are points at which 

boundary-crossing brings enchantment, a magical liberation from the controlled 

spaces of the Confucian, human world, in which fox spirits or ghosts appear to 

poor scholars and offer untold pleasures. These ‘moments of magical 

discontinuity’ can apply equally to the tales of horror – though instead of 

                                                 
47 See Ichisada Miyazaki 1981, for a detailed discussion of the examination system and its 

effects on scholars. See also Chun-shu and Shelley Hsueh-lun Chang 1998, for a 

comprehensive background to the Pu Songling and the period in which he was writing. 
48 McMahon 2006, p. 212. 
49 “Lianxiang”, 2: 220-232; “The Female Knight Errant” 侠女, 2: 210-216. 
50 Luo Hui writes: “Although these ghost narratives do not always conform to the scenario of 

male sexual fantasy, a sexual overtone is clearly present, suggesting the female ghost’s desire 

for human contact” (2009, p. 91). 
51 McMahon 2006, p. 213. 
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pleasure and good fortune, the monster brings fear and danger; and Carroll’s 

framework of horror plots can also fit the tales of enchantment – the ‘onset’ part 

of his framework of plots corresponding to the first qing moment in the romance 

plots. The ‘confrontation’ element, rather than being the physical, life-and-death 

struggle of the horror tales, is often the point in which the male protagonist 

crosses the line which the monstrous woman has drawn as to her own 

background or her wish to remain secret.
52

   

In both types of tale there is an ‘unhinging’ or ‘discontinuity’ – a moment of 

boundary-crossing which destabilises the illusion of order. Whether of horror or 

enchantment, the monster’s entrance marks a transformative moment – the point 

of ‘vertigo’, to borrow Asa Mittman’s definition of what the monster (whether 

fearful or benign) does, and the way in which it questions our ‘epistemological 

world view’.
53 

McMahon argues that these qing moments represent the point at 

which the human subject becomes unbound from the world of social cause and 

effect.
54

 This untethering can be terrifying but also liberating. It can bring danger 

or even death, but it can also bring pleasure, good fortune, the fulfilment of 

desires. It is what the Historian of the Strange longs for, alone in his studio. It is 

what the monster promises, in Cohen’s theory: 

 
The same creatures who terrify and interdict can evoke potent escapist fantasies; the 

linking of monstrosity with the forbidden makes the monster all the more appealing 

as a temporary egress from restraint.
55

 

 

This way of approaching the collection is particularly useful when examining 

tales which combine horror and enchantment within their narrative. Whilst some 

tales can be seen as ‘purely’ horror or enchantment, others, like the collection 

itself, are hybrids, combining the different elements. The story “Liansuo” 連鎖 

can illustrate this point. At the beginning of the tale, the protagonist Yang Yuwei

楊於畏 sits alone in his studio in the wilds, surrounded by old graves and the 

sound of the wind in the trees. It is night, and Yang is lonely. The scene is set for 

a horror tale to unfold: 

 
Yang Yuwei went to live on the banks of the Si River, in a studio out in the wilds. 

There were numerous old graves just beyond the wall of his property. At night he 

could hear the wind soughing in the poplars, like the sound of surging waves.
56

 

 

                                                 
52 For example, tales such as “Ge Jin” 葛巾, 10: 1436-1444, in which a peony spirit leaves her 

human husband after he begins to investigate her family background, and “Hu Si Xiang 

Gong” 胡四相公, 4: 559-563, in which a fox leaves when the human protagonist wants to 

introduce her to his friends. 
53 Mittman 2012, p. 8. 
54 McMahon 2006, p. 226. 
55 Cohen 1996, p. 17. 
56 “Liansuo”, 3: 331-337, transl. by Minford 2006, p. 280. 



102   MING QING STUDIES 2016 

Yet when Yang hears a woman’s voice, singing melancholy lines, he is not afraid 

but intrigued. Even when he realises that this must be the chanting of a ghost, he 

goes to seek her out. The scene recalls the setting of the Historian’s own preface, 

yet the Historian remains alone, longing for communication beyond the grave, 

whilst in “Liansuo”, this hope is fulfilled. Yang begins a relationship with the 

beautiful and cultured ghost, Liansuo, but she is frail and trembles “as if her 

body could barely support the weight of her own clothes”. When she suffers the 

bullying of ‘the ghost of a base-born slave’, it is Yang and his friend who must 

protect her.
57

 

This is a tale which hinges on the tension between fear and desire. Instead of 

the protagonist horrified by a hideous creature, the emotion is projected onto the 

ghost herself. It is the monster who is fearful, not feared. She is “timid by 

nature, and nervous of being roughly treated”.
58

 This tale is an inversion of the 

stories in which the horrific ghost enters the human home, yet it uses the same 

elements of the consuming or stealing of bodily fluids. Here, Liansuo is 

unwilling to begin a relationship with Yang, because she is afraid she will harm 

him. In the end, however, it is “the seed and blood of a living man” which 

allows her to become human again. This image of the monster taking the blood 

and essence of a human is, again, a typical trope found in horror tales throughout 

the world, recalling vampiric creatures of various kinds, from the vampire itself, 

to the succubus, or the parasitic fox in Chinese fiction. But here, although 

Liansuo fears for Yang’s safety, he gladly helps her, and instead of losing his 

own life, it is she who is brought back from the grave. 

 
“You have given me so much affection”, she began. I have received from you the 

breath of the living. I have eaten your food. All of a sudden my blanched bones seem 

to feel life stirring in them once more. But I need the seed and blood of a living man 

if I am to be truly born again […] After we make love”, she said, “you will be 

gravely ill for three weeks. But with the right medicine you can be cured”.
59

 

 

The horrific image of monstrous union – of the dead feeding off the living – is 

here used to enchanting effect, subverting expectations, exploring how the 

positive, regenerative side of qing, and its darker, more unsettling side, work 

together. This process can be clearly seen in another of the collection’s most 

celebrated stories, “The Painted Skin” 畫皮.
60

 In this tale, the protagonist, Wang, 

meets a beautiful young woman, whom he invites into his house. One day, 

however, he peers into her room, and sees that she is not a young woman at all 

but a hideous demon, “a green-faced monster, a ghoul with great jagged teeth 

like a saw”, who is touching up a human skin with a paint brush. When she puts 

on the skin like a cloak, she is transformed into the beautiful woman he had 

                                                 
57 Ibid., transl. by Minford 2006, pp. 282, 285. 
58 Ibid., transl. by Minford 2006, p. 282. 
59 Ibid., transl. by Minford 2006, p. 288. 
60 “The Painted Skin” 畫皮, 1: 119-124. Transl. by Minford 2006, p. 130. 
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fallen in love with. Realising she has been discovered, the demon tears open 

Wang’s chest and rips out his heart, before fleeing the house. Grief-stricken, 

Wang’s wife goes to seek the help of a mad beggar, who sleeps on a dunghill and 

forces her to swallow a ball of his phlegm. She returns home humiliated and 

weeps over the body of her husband. But her weeping makes her bring up the 

ball of spit, which falls into the wound in Wang’s chest, becoming a new heart, 

and bringing him back to life.  

Both “Liansuo” and “The Painted Skin” appear more aligned with the longer, 

narratively complex, chuanqi-type tales. Yet their odd, horrific details recall the 

zhiguai-type tales in which the strange is reported but left unexplained.
61

 Like 

the collection itself, they are hybrids, in both style, narrative and character. 

Through the strange magic of the mad beggar, Wang and his wife become 

monstrous themselves, as the beggar’s phlegm is ingested and then transformed 

into a new heart; Liansuo becomes more human through her relationship with 

Yang. And both monsters – the ghost Liansuo, and the demon in “The Painted 

Skin” – contain two images of the monstrous in one; the beautiful, fragile non-

human woman, and the hideous, dangerous creature. In the tales, the darker, 

destructive side of qing and its positive, regenerative side, are explored and 

combined; life and death, enchantment and horror, are not as simple as they 

seem.   

 

 

Conclusions 
 

The horror tales, though brief and fewer in number compared to the tales of 

beautiful, benign monsters, nevertheless play a key part in the collection overall 

in understanding its juxtaposition of fear and wonder and its complex 

representation of desire. From its assumed author to its different narrative styles 

and myriad depictions of monstrosity, Liaozhai, like the horror genre Carroll 

describes, has curiosity and discovery at its heart. 

The Liaozhai tales demand a hybrid theory to fully understand their hybrid 

nature. In the different tales and the different bodies within them, can be seen the 

truth of Cohen’s first ‘monster thesis’, that the monster’s body, “quite literally 

incorporates fear, desire, anxiety and fantasy [...] giving them life and an 

uncanny independence”.
62

 The way in which the collection itself incorporates 

and explores all of these elements can be seen through its complex, 

unpredictable representation of monster and human. Carroll’s framework of 

horror plots, when combined with Cohen’s monster theses and McMahon’s 

formulation of transformative ‘qing moments’, allows the collection to be 

                                                 
61 Luo Hui 2009, describes “The Painted Skin” as ‘chuanqi in style but zhiguai in spirit’, p. 

250. Although other Liaozhi tales contain similar figures of fearful monsters hiding beneath 

human skin, it is in this story that the theme is most developed. 
62 Cohen 1996, p. 4. 
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approached as a whole, illuminating its wide-reaching exploration of boundary 

crossing; its questioning of both the regenerative and the destructive sides of 

desire, of both the known and the unknown. 
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It was a frigid March day in 1881 and the St. Petersburg sky was clear after the 

snowfall of the past few days. A petite, pretty, young blonde woman standing by 

Catherine (now Griboyedov) Canal suddenly waved a handkerchief. An 

explosion almost as suddenly shattered the icy air and brought the imperial 

carriage, making its way as it did every Sunday to the military academy, to an 

abrupt halt. The bomb hit the carriage but not the intended target, its passenger, 

Tsar Alexander II (1818-1881), who stepped out wondering what had happened. 

The would-be assassin, Nikolaj Rysakov (1861-1881), was immediately spotted 

and apprehended by mounted Cossack guards. But he was not alone. A few 

minutes later a second bomb thrown by the hand of an accomplice, Ignacy 

Hryniewiecki (1856-1881), did not miss. The Tsar fell to the ground, gravely 

wounded in the legs, face and abdomen. The guards immediately carried him to 

a sled and rushed off to the Winter Palace. All to naught. The doctors could do 

nothing; Alexander II died shortly thereafter of his wounds. 

News of the assassination soon made banner headlines far beyond St. 

Petersburg and the confines of Russia itself. Indeed, for decades thereafter 

progressive intellectuals in Europe and Asia viewed it as a case study, a source 

of commentary and analysis, one they eventually turned into legend. The Tsar’s 

assassins were members of the secret organization Narodnaja Volja (‘The 

People’s Will’, translated in Chinese as Minyidang 民意黨 or Mindang 民黨). 

In addition to the bomb throwers, the other revolutionaries who took part in the 

plot included Nikolaj Kibal’čič (1853-1881), a chemist who made the bombs 

and was writer Victor Serge’s uncle, Timofej Mihajlov (1860-1881), a factory 

worker, Andrej Željabov (1851-1881) and his girlfriend Sofja Perovskaja (1853-

1881), the young woman with the handkerchief. They all ended up swinging on 

the gallows after a summary trial. Perovskaja, who had personally planned the 

assassination down to the last detail, was the first Russian woman condemned to 

death for reasons of a political nature. 

Narodnaja Volja, a small revolutionary movement of no more than a few 

hundred followers, came to achieve mythical status as the very embodiment of 

the concept of liberty for everyone in Russia and Asia seeking radical reform of 
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their national political systems. The myth took root in China and Japan – or, to 

be more exact, first in the latter thanks to Japanese translators. Many 

intellectuals in Asia viewed regicide as the most effective, albeit violent, means 

to secure equality for all citizens. In effect, power in a regime that can be 

roughly termed as pre-modern not only ‘passes through bodies’, as Michel 

Foucault would have it, but is incarnated in a real body – in that of the sovereign, 

his or her aristocratic allies and the military chieftains charged with protecting 

the governing elite. Since power was personal and invested in the hands of an 

elect few, the physical elimination of the latter would undermine the very 

principle of authority. Regicide thus became synonymous with democracy itself 

in this particular lapse of time at the turn of the 20
th
 century. In China, as we 

shall see, political assassination was seen in a favorable light by such reformers 

as Liang Qichao 梁啟超 (1873-1929), by revolutionaries espousing the ideas of 

Sun Zhongshan 孫中山 (or Sun Yat-sen, 1866-1925) and by exponents of the 

transnational anarchist movement.  

Let us return now to Russia and the days subsequent to the Tsar’s 

assassination. The Executive Committee of the People’s Will drafted a 

document addressed to his heir Tsar Alexander III, calling on him to grant an 

amnesty to political prisoners, abolish censorship, enact freedom of the press 

and of speech, and above all to institute a democratically elected popular 

assembly. In actual fact, Alexander II had been planning to establish the Duma 

shortly before he died but the regicide put paid to any idea of democracy. Indeed, 

upon assuming the crown, Alexander III decreed even more harshly repressive 

measures. Yet, however bereft of strategic thought the Committee’s document 

may be, what is most striking is the semantic register the revolutionaries adopted 

in framing their demands. For, although their salutation opened with “Your 

Majesty”, the Tsar was treated as one among equals: “we address ourselves to 

you as a fellow citizen and honest man”; there is even a strain of empathy for the 

orphan:  

 
You have lost your father […] We hope that personal resentment will not suppress in 

you either the sentiment of duty or the desire of hearing the truth.
1
 

 

On the other hand, however, a thinly veiled threat shadows the intent of the 

missive. Without mincing words and calling the government a ‘camarilla’ of 

criminals, they note that 

  
[…] this is the reason why the government has no moral influence over the people; 

this is the reason why Russia produces so many Revolutionists; this is the reason why 

an event like the killing of the Czar excites sympathy among a great part of these 

very people. Pay no heed to flatterers, Your Majesty. Regicide in Russia is very 

popular.
2
 

                                                 
1 Stepniak 1883, p. 270.   
2 Ibid., p. 269. 
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Never before had a Tsar been addressed as “a fellow citizen” by his subjects, not 

to mention the unheard of, even astonishingly scandalous fact that the 

assassination plot was hatched by a woman. How could a member of the fair sex 

actively engage in politics? A creature who by definition is devoted to the 

private sphere of hearth and home not only dedicated her life to a collective 

cause, but even dared to sit in judgement upon the highest authority in the land, 

and with the utmost insouciance condemn to death first the sovereign and then 

herself. Sofja Perovskaja’s name would long remain impressed in the literary 

and political consciousness of the Chinese intellectuals who came of age in the 

early 20
th

 century. As Lu Xun 鲁迅 (1881-1936) noted,  

 
那時較為革命的青年，誰不知道俄國青年是革命的，暗殺的好手？尤其忘不掉的是

蘇菲亞。 
 

at the time [of the Xinhai Revolution], who amongst us youths with any radical 

inclination did not know that the young Russians were revolutionists and professional 

assassins? It was altogether impossible to overlook Sofja.
3
 

 

It did not take long before the lives of these young men and women who gave 

their lives to free Russia and its people of their oppressor had inspired a thriving 

biographical, or better hagiographical, industry. Indeed, these literary efforts 

celebrated their feat and fate in unmistakably romantic and heroic tones, 

reaching a climax in their depiction of the beautiful, sylph-like, ruthless Sofja. A 

better idea of the tenor of these narrative endeavors is to be had by looking at a 

passage in Prelooker’s Heroes and Heroines of Russia, an early 20
th

-century 

classic of the genre that enjoyed a wide readership even in Asia: 

 
It is no exaggeration to state that of all Russia’s martyrs for freedom, the memory of 

no other is glorified and cherished with such deep and tender veneration, at least 

among the revolutionists, as that of the young aristocratic lady who was the leading 

spirit in the assassination of Alexander II, and who expiated with her own life her 

sanguinary, and patriotic deed, as she herself believed. However, not only Russians 

pay a tribute of homage to this angel of mercy, turned by force of circumstances into 

a spirit of vengeance and destruction, but, as we shall presently see, even foreign 

poets in far away lands have immortalized her in song, struck by the purity of her 

motive and the sublimity of her self-sacrifice […]
4
 

                                                 
3 Lu Xun 2006 [1932], p. 51, my translation. Here we may also mention that the father of the 

Chinese modern literature Lu Xun always felt more interested in Russian and Eastern 

European novels and poetry than in the European classics, since he used to think that the 

works produced in the so-called underdeveloped countries were far more useful for the 

Chinese readers. He personally translated some Russian works, like for instance Mikhail P. 
Artsybashev’s novel “The Worker Shevyrev”, a text imbued with Russian nihilism which was 

very famous in the first half of the 20th century. 
4 Prelooker 1908, p. 257. As for his Chinese readers, here it suffices to mention the famous 
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Sofja’s moral stature and signal moment of her deed – the individual who dares 

assail absolute authority, undoing its embodiment and being undone in turn by 

its successor – could not but excite the idealistic mind-set of Chinese 

intellectuals bent upon a radical rethinking of such vital ethical and political 

issues as the relationship between the public and private spheres, the gongde 公

德 and side 私德, and the conceptual nature of individual (geti 個體) and of 

citizen (gongmin 公民) as entities distinct from family and clan, yet directly 

linked to the much greater entity of qun (群), society. If the celebratory brush-

strokes then applied to portray the deeds of those Russian revolutionaries appear 

to today’s readers as bombastic and of decidedly purple hue, Chinese readers of 

the late Qing period found that the narrative line of martyrdom perfectly 

dovetailed in the interstice between public and private, personal and collective, 

that implied a new political subjectivity. The growing awareness of the 

substantive parity between ruler and ruled and the dissolution of the boundary 

between the individual and society wrought by sacrificing one-self for the 

commonweal had momentous sway over the Chinese and Japanese reading 

public, while relegating to the distant background the issue of the legitimacy of 

violence.  

Brushed into the background too were the terminological and theoretical 

distinctions between anarchists (wuzhengfu dang 無政府黨), nihilists (xuwu 

dang 虛無黨) and populists (minyi dang 民意黨, or mincui zhuyizhe 民粹主義

者) and terrorists (kongbu dang 恐怖黨). When the first account of the populist 

narodniki was translated from the Japanese into Chinese, Russian anarchist 

doctrine was already being overlaid and mixed up with a new variant. The 

Japanese book published in 1903 by Kemuyama Sentaro 烟山专太郎 (1877-

1954) bore the title Modern Anarchism (Kinsei Museifu Shuji 近世無政府主

義).
5
 It was essentially a close reading of the Russian movement and dedicated 

an entire chapter to Sofja’s biography. Yet when it appeared a year later in 

Shanghai, its translator, Jin Songcen 金松岑 (1873-1947), whose nom de plume 

was Jin Yi 金一, had altered the title, endowing it with a rhetorical twist to fit a 

more personal, and to his mind more ‘exact’ view, to Freedom’s Blood (Ziyou 

Xue 自由血). 

However the case may be, the blurring of doctrine does in fact stem from its 

shaky historical vanishing point. While European anarchism, as advocated by 

such exponents as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809-1865), Errico Malatesta (1853-

1932) and Elisée Reclus (1830-1905), has few direct links to the narodniki, 

populism does indeed have close and inextricable ties to the chief exponents of 

                                                                                                                   
Chinese writer Ba Jin 巴金 (1904-2005), who translated and rewrote Prelooker’s text.  
5 Kemuyama 1903, Tokyo: Senmon Gakko Shuppanbu. 
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Russian anarchism – Petr Kropotkin (Ch. 克鲁泡特金, 1842-1921) and Mikhail 

Bakunin (Ch. 巴古宁 , 1814-1876). The former took part in the populist 

movement and was a member of the “Circle of Tchaikovsky”, a semi-secret 

organization in St. Petersburg, set up 1869-1871, purposed to printing and 

disseminating the socialist ideas and writings of Alexander Herzen (1812-1870) 

and Nikolaj Čhernyševskij (1828-1889), as well as those of Karl Marx (1818-

1883). Members of the Circle also included Sergej Stepniak (1851-1895) and 

Sofja Perovskaja. The latter, Bakunin, espoused and provided theoretical support 

to the populist idea that Russia could skip the capitalist stage of development 

and move directly from a tsarist regime to socialism, by virtue of that ‘sprout of 

egalitarianism’ already existing in Russian society and embodied in the rural 

commune (the so-called mir, or obŝina). His thought owes so much to the ideas 

of the narodniki that it is hard to draw a line determining where one begins and 

the other ends.  

Then too the shifting terminological sands that undermined distinctions 

between nihilists, populists and terrorists were formed by the intersecting and 

confluence of the three in what can be, and was then, considered a single 

movement. The usual approach to the study of Russian populism, or Narodism, 

is an analytical framing into three panels or stages. First came a ‘re-awakening 

of consciousness’, the cultural stage, or so-called nihilism, that systematically 

called everything into question – religious, social, educational institutions – even 

raising its voice in support of, among other things, women’s emancipation. Next 

was the advent of political propaganda, the ‘populist’ phase proper, that started 

in the later 1860s and continued through the ‘Going to the People’ (dao minjian 

qu ‘到民間去’) campaigns of 1873-1876. After the failure of this appeal to the 

masses came the last: it was initially dominated by terrorism but then gave way 

to an accommodation with more liberal demands like freedom of speech and the 

press and parliamentarianism. What most attracted Chinese readers, however, 

was the heroism of the so-called terrorists and the new concept of the people 

(min 民) these heroes gave their lives for. Thus, for instance, Zhang Ji 張繼 

(1882-1947), writing in 1903, noted that  

 

[...] 無政府主義之由來與主張征討暴主論者有密切之關係。“從吾之所信而殺人

不為非法”云者，是征討暴主者之言，而無政府主義亦崇奉之者也。無政府主

義又與恐怖黨相類。 

 

[...] the origin of anarchism is closely connected to theories of vengeance against 

tyranny. The anarchists agree with those who claim they are ready to punish tyrants, 

that is, ‘homicide is legitimate according to my beliefs’. Anarchism is also similar to 

terrorism [...]
6
  

 

                                                 
6 Zhang Ji 1903 [in WSZX Vol. 1, 1984], p. 25.  
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Although the story line of the pre-Leninist revolutionary era and the tenets of 

anarchist theory in Russia underwent the distortions noted supra as it migrated 

from Russia to China via Japan, of paramount importance to this history is how 

Chinese intellectuals came to see themselves and to see their lot reflected in the 

populist current of thought. As Rebecca Karl wrote in her Staging the World, in 

the late Qing texts we can find 

 
[…] a growing sense of identification with the non-Euro-American world at the turn 

of the century that initially made the modern world visible as a structured totality.
7
  

 

This feeling of belonging to a common core of experience was elicited by the 

very similar circumstantial disparities evident in both Russia and China. As 

alluded to supra, China was on the cusp of change in the waning 19
th
 century. It 

was in the throes of a thorough-going crisis of political and cultural identity 

brought about by a chain of tragic events that had convulsed it – two opium wars, 

the Franco-Chinese conflict, the first Japanese invasion. The institutions that had 

shaped the power and prestige of the great Ming and Qing empires had become 

empty vessels; the imperial apparatus was unable to renew itself. The very 

principle of dynastic legitimacy was thrown into question, first by the Taiping 

and then by the revolutionaries who saw a potential model in Russian populism. 

In effect, since the Qing were seen as usurpers, they could be overthrown. The 

door to political assassination was thus ajar. In the words, once again, of Zhang 

Ji:  

 

[...] 恐怖者，政治行為之利器，當非常之際，必須用之。 

 

[...] terror is an effective instrument of political action and, in exceptional 

circumstances, ought to be used.
8
 

 

Now that the broad contours of the picture have been traced, we can begin to 

add the details, even to discern the emotional and intellectual nuances, using the 

palette of writings by the Chinese reformers and revolutionaries who most felt 

the influence of, and espoused the discourse of, Russian nihilist-populist 

thought.
9
  

 

 

                                                 
7 Karl 2002, pp. 3-4. 
8 Zhang Ji 1903 [in WSZX Vol. 1, 1984], p. 35.  
9 Who writes cannot sum up here the long history of the Russian influence on the Chinese 

modern political thought, but it could be worth mentioning that while Russia was not affected 

very deeply by her Eastern neighbours, many Chinese political thinkers (as the reformers 

Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao), or the members of the revolutionary party founded by Sun 

Zhongshan always looked at the Russian Empire in search of a possible model. The reader 

may refer to Price 1974. 
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1. Sofja and the Advent of a Transnational Revolutionary 

Narrative 
 

While Kemuyama Sentaro’s Modern Anarchism and the political essays that 

appeared in the more progressive journals of the time were important as 

forerunners in China, another medium that captured the saga of Russian nihlism 

and populism for the country’s audience was the novel. It is not really surprising 

that literature provided a means of disseminating the discourses of political 

doctrine. Indeed, as is well known, Liang Qichao pointed out that the novel 

acted as go-between connecting readers to the sense of belonging to that 

imagined community called ‘nation’ some eighty years before Benedict 

Anderson’s “Imagined Communities”. Though Liang clearly did not articulate 

his discovery with quite the rigour and theoretical finesse deployed by Anderson, 

he intuitively understood the power of ‘print capitalism’ in forging a bond of 

identity linking individuals who could never meet or know one another in person. 

If we wished to re-cast the maxim of Italy’s Risorgimento in the light of China, 

we could say that “first make the Chinese in order to make China” or, as Liang 

Qichao might have put it, in order “to make the Chinese”, you need to create a 

culture of mass literacy. Set to the purpose, Liang launched the literary journal 

New Fiction (Xin Xiaoshuo 新小說 ) in 1902. The first issue featured his 

celebrated article “On the Relationship between Fiction and the Government of 

the People”:  

 
If one intends to renovate the people of a nation, one must first renovate its fiction 

(xiaoshuo 小說 ). Therefore, to renovate morality, one must renovate fiction; to 

renovate religion, one must renovate fiction; to renovate politics, one must renovate 

fiction. […] This is because fiction has a profound power over the Way of Man 

(rendao 人道).
10

 

 

The article also extolled the way novels could expand space by transporting 

readers to lands unknown: 

 
The world with which we are in physical contact is spatially limited. Thus, apart 

from direct physical or perceptual contact with reality, we also often desire to touch 

and perceive things indirectly; this is the life beyond one’s life, the world beyond 

one’s world. […] Fiction often leads us to a different world and transforms the 

atmosphere with which we are in constant contact.
11

 

 

New Fiction thus began to publish a novel in serial installments whose heroine 

was Sofja Perovskaja, the Russian revolutionary martyr who a decade before 

had given her young life for her oppressed people. It appeared under the title 

                                                 
10 Liang Qichao 1902, English translation by Denton 1996, p. 74.  
11 Ibid., p. 75. 
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“Heroines of Eastern Europe” (Dong’Ou Nü Haojie 東歐女豪傑) and met two 

of Liang Qichao signal criteria: its content was explicitly political in order to 

raise readers’ awareness, and it led them to “a different world”.  

Its author remained a mystery for decades, however, since he used the nom 

de plume Madame Lingnan Yuyi (嶺南羽衣女士). Today its authorship is 

unanimously attributed to Luo Pu 羅普 (1876-1949), who is cited as the author 

by Feng Ziyou 馮自由 (1882-1958) in his authoritative Unofficial History of 

Revolution (Geming Yishi 革命逸史). Luo Pu was a direct disciple of Kang 

Youwei 康有為  (1858-1927), took part in the Hundred Days’ Reform and, 

together with other members of the reformist faction, was forced to flee to Japan. 

He was living in Yokohama by 1899, where he helped Liang Qichao edit the 

journal Qingyi Bao (清議報), was a contributing editor to the bi-weekly New 

Citizen (Xinmin Congbao 新民叢報), and wrote a number of essays and literary 

works, including the above-mentioned serial novel “Heroines of Eastern 

Europe”. 

This novel is so conspicuously notable for the radical nature of its content 

that it seems strange to have issued from the pen of a reformer; yet, as we shall 

see, the disconnect is but apparent. The novel itself was unfortunately never 

completed, only five installments having appeared before publication was 

interrupted in 1903. Given the details of the story line the author had already 

laid down, one might be tempted to make an educated guess as to how it could 

have developed. But that will always remain a mystery as Luo Pu left no outline 

or notes to that effect. What we do know is that the story of the young Chinese 

heroine, Hua Mingqing 華明卿, is closely linked to Sofja’s. Whilst the picture 

of the latter’s life is rendered with all due devotion to detail in Chapters II to V, 

it is quite plainly evident that the former, whose life is set forth from birth to her 

period of study abroad in Swtizerland in the first installment, is the main 

character. Indeed, Sofja’s story is recounted only in part and even that does not 

include the assassination of 1881; rather, it covers several events during the 

period 1873-1878. The main focus is on her arrest because of her efforts as a 

political agitator among workers, her detention in the Crimea and her 

relationship with Andrej Željabov, who manages to visit her in gaol with the 

help of other members of the “Land and Freedom” group (generically called in 

the novel ‘nihilist or populist party’, xuwu dang 虛無黨 or mindang 民黨).
12

 As 

befits every proper serial novel, each chapter ends leaving readers hanging by a 

thread of suspense and the last chapter tells us that Sofja is no longer in prison: 

has she escaped, been taken away? We shall never know. The story line, 

however, suggests that Perovskaja’s fictionalised biography does not end here 

                                                 
12 See the first page of the present text for the list of the nihilists implicated in the plot to 

assassinate the Tsar. Želâbov took part in the assassination and was hanged with the others 

after the summary trial. Lenin would later praise their courage and moral stature even though 

he really had little sympathy for the populist cause. 
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and would likely have taken us up at least to the Tsar’s assassination. 

Although Hua Mingqing holds the spotlight only in the first chapter and her 

character then recedes into the background, through her figure the author 

provides more than a hint about how Chinese intellectuals of the time, especially 

the reformers, faced the international revolutionary movements. She takes part, 

albeit indirectly, in epoch-making events and is thus endowed with a mythical 

past. Her natural mother conceives her following a premonitory dream, becomes 

frightened at the birth of her supernatural daughter and abandons her by the 

wayside. The baby is found by a woman who is an American missionary in 

China and who takes the infant back to America, details revealing little about the 

woman but add much to the extraordinary mystique of Mingqing. Once grown 

up, Mingqing again becomes an orphan upon the death of her adopted mother 

but manages to complete her education and win a scholarship to study in 

Switzerland. As scholar Hu Ying noted in her Tales of Translation, Luo Pu 

begins his story in the tried and true fashion of supernatural tales (zhiguai 

xiaoshuo 志怪小說), or of cloak-and-dagger adventures (xiayi xiaoshuo俠義小

說), and only later does he settle down to stylistically realist register.
13

 Hu also 

focuses on the study-abroad theme, an uncommon experience at the time and so 

much more unusual was it for women that it is linked to the girl’s miraculous 

birth. Hu emphasises the link by citing the life story of Ida Kahn 康成 (1873-

1931), a native Chinese girl repudiated by her natural family, adopted by an 

American woman who was an Episcopalian missionary in China, and educated 

in America where she became a physician. Ida Kahn was one of the first 

Chinese women to hold a medical degree and dedicated her professional life to 

her patients. Luo Pu was no stranger to the story since Liang Qichao published 

Khan’s biography in Qingyi Bao. The character of the American foster parent 

and education abroad are unlikely to have come from any other real-life source. 

Yet there is one more narrative thread in the novel that bears exploration: 

Hua Mingqing and Sofja Perovskaja meet, albeit indirectly via a story recounted 

by a companion, in Switzerland – not in Russia or in China. It seems to me that 

this detail provides insight into the author’s geopolitical vision, or at least his 

perception of that ‘world stage’, that global space of politics, analysed by 

Rebecca Karl.
14

 It occurs in the final serialized chapter and suggests how the 

author viewed Switzerland: 

 
瑞士 […] 是萬國公地，各國政治上的干涉比別處少些，所以各國亡命的都跑到那裡

去。我國的志士，在那裡的人正不少，也有辦事的，也有念書的 […] 
 

[it] [...] is a commons among the ten-thousand nations (or those on the international 

chess board) that is subject to little political interference by other states and, hence, 

                                                 
13 Given my current residence in China, I was only able to consult the Chinese version of Hu 

Ying’s essay and not the original English text: Hu Ying 2009, pp. 140-141.  
14 Karl 2002, see footnote no. 7 supra. 
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why exiles of so many nationalities end up there. Many [Russian] ‘men of 

determination’ (zhishi 志士) are there: some work, others study […]
15

 

 

Neutral Switzerland plays a role not all that different from Japan, or even from 

Paris, for the initial communities of Chinese exiles and student radicals of the 

early 20
th

 century. As all histories of China’s anarchist movement are quick to 

point out, the first generation of anarchists came of age abroad, in Tokyo as in 

France.
16

 

Such was in the very nature of these small groups with a strong sense of 

identity. They organised as secret societies, were often engaged in publishing 

and disseminating books and journals, and met in ‘neutral territory’, that almost 

never meant their homeland and that enabled them to continue their determined 

course of political activism. Nor was it by chance that the author of “Heroines of 

Eastern Europe” hit upon Switzerland. Luo Pu was familiar with Kemuyama 

Sentaro’s Modern Anarchism, almost certainly had ample opportunity to consult 

other sources for the history of Russian populists, and was aware that a group of 

radical young Russian women had been active in Zurich during the early 1870s: 

the “Fritsche Circle”. Intent on the study of politics and of seminating 

propaganda, the Circle included amongst its members the so-called ‘angels of 

revolution’ – Vera Figner (1852-1942, then a medical student), her sister Lidja 

and Sofja Bardina (1853-1883). As noted supra, although in real life Sofja 

Perovskaja never studied in Switzerland, in the novel Mingqing meets the 

women radicals in Zurich through a friend and learns the story of Sofja.  

Thus, from the very first chapter of “Heroines of Eastern Europe”, Luo Pu 

shows his readers that he is fully conversant with the Russian movement’s 

history. He makes mention, for instance, of the Tsar’s 1873 decree ordering all 

Russian students thought to be engaged in suspect political activites abroad to 

return home, of Nikolaj Černyševskij and Alexander Herzen, and even the 

periodical Polar Star the latter founded in London. His portraits of Sofja and her 

companion Andrei also offer intimate brush-strokes drawn from historical or 

other biographical sources. Sofja’s habit of changing clothes to conceal any 

outward hint of her noble origins in order to get closer to the people is but one 

example. Yet, although the description of the angelical Sofja’s exploits bear the 

mark of novelistic invention, the more literary passages in the book stem not 

from the author’s imagination but from the biographical-cum-hagiographical 

tradition mentioned above. One such instance comes in Chapter III: after a 

rocambolesque journey, Andrej Željabov finally discovers Sofja’s whereabouts 

and manages to visit her in gaol. He is in love with her and will go to any length 

to secure her escape. The indomitable Sofja, however, remains true to the cause, 

overrides her personal feelings and heroically refuses to escape. She tells Andrej 

                                                 
15 Luo Pu 1902 [repr. in WWC 1960], p. 165. 
16 See among the classic, most authoritative sources Dirlik 1991; Scalapino and Yu 1961; 

Zarrow 1990. 
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that it is risky and he too would be arrested if the plan fails; she considers herself 

innocent in any case and a flight from prison would automatically put her in the 

wrong. She ends by noting that even gaol can be a formative experience if the 

hours of solitude and silence are filled by reading. The latter becomes a topos of 

all revolutionary literature, not just the Russian: prison qua university offers the 

activist the chance to reinforce his or her convictions rather than succumbing to 

desperation. 

Sofja’s stoicism is tinged with a mysticism of unmistakbly Chinese hues: the 

young woman accepts her incarceration as the Buddha accepted hell, which 

becomes heaven in nirvana. A worker in Chapter IV listens to Sofja’s speech in 

the factory and says that to him and his companions 

 
蘇姑娘是個救苦救難的菩薩，特來普度我們的，我們人人家裡都要崇拜他才是的話。 

 

[...] she is a Bodhisattva who frees us from sorrow and anguish and has come to 

deliver us from our torments, and so we all venerate her.
17

  

 

Noteworthy in this connection is not only how thoroughly Chinese the 

character’s guise is cast in the novel – even her name is Su, Su guniang 蘇姑娘, 

or Feiya 菲亞 – but how faithfully Luo Pu has adhered to a narrative canon that 

could be called ‘transnational’.  

As we have seen, the very procession of the novel’s plot from China to 

Switzerland and on to Russia is manifestly transnational. Culturally speaking, 

too, the heroine is a hybrid, even to the point of possessing supernatural traits. In 

effect, upon a close reading, the book is a mélange of political literature 

comprising essays, biographies and novels that have crossed the borders of 

countries and languages – Russia and Japan to begin with – and even Europe.  

There is also the author’s attitude vis-à-vis Russia. Space in the novel is 

compressed, so to speak. On the one hand, geographical distances vanish and no 

seams appear in the weave of the narrative fabric connecting the threads of the 

plot in St. Petersburg, the Crimea, Switzerland. On the other, Russia becomes a 

mirror reflecting the image of China. It shows Chinese readers how distant they 

are in moral and political awareness from Russian youth. Whilst the comparison, 

of course, emphasises the courageous Russians, it at least gives Chinese readers 

a glimpse of a rewakening or deliverance that can be brought about through 

indirect contact with the deeds of Sofja and Andrej – “the life beyond one’s life, 

the world beyond one’s world” championed by Liang Qichao.  

Right from the opening chapter, Luo Pu pulls no punches, clearly 

underscoring in nuce the novel’s intended comparative thrust: 

 
可恨我國二百兆同胞姊妹，無一人有此學識，有此心事，有此魄力。又不但女子為

然，那號稱男子的，也是卑濕種遲，文弱不振，甘做外人的奴隸，忍受異族的憑陵，

                                                 
17 Luo Pu 1902 [repr. in WWC 1960], p. 135. 
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視國恥如鴻毛，棄人權如敝屣，屈首民賊，搖尾勢家，重受壓抑而不辭，不知自由

為何物。倘使若輩得聞俄國女子任俠之風，能不愧死麼? 

 

Unfortunately not one amongst the two hundred million women of our country have 

this awareness, this ability to think, this boldness [of the revolutionary Russian 

women]. It’s so not only for the women but even for the so-called men of our country: 

inept, effemminate and depressed, they willingly let themselves become slaves of a 

foreign people, to be invaded, they hold the humiliation of our country as a mere 

trifle and tread upon their own rights as if they were worthless; they kow-tow before 

traitors and wag their tails before potentates; they submit to oppression without 

reacting and know not what freedom is. If now you should hear of the daring deeds 

of young Russian women, would you not die of shame?
18

 

 

Lest it be forgotten, “Heroines of Eastern Europe” was published in the 

immediate aftermath of the bloody quashing of the Boxer Uprising (yihe tuan 義

和團) by a corps of international troops put together by the Eight Powers – 

Europe’s Great Powers and Japan, Russia and the US – and the heavy indemnity 

inflicted by the Protocol of 1901. The author’s mention of the foreign invader 

whose uncontrolled pillaging of Beijing and Tianjin was excused as necessary to 

put down the Boxers was an obvious allusion to these events for contemporary 

readers. 

Every page of “Heroines of Eastern Europe” glows with the author’s 

profound admiration for his revolutionary characters, portraying them either as 

paladins of justice or angels of vengeance, capable of dedicating their lives to an 

ideal they believe in and are willing to sacrifice their lives for. It is this deep-

seated admiration that provides the identity-link between China and Russia, 

since the latter was clearly not a wealthy democratic Western country and its 

people readily identifiable as among the ‘oppressed nations’ (被壓迫者), like 

their counterparts in China.
19

 Russia was thus the mirror that showed China a 

possible future, an alternative route, or a simple touchstone, the Other whose 

measure one could take as a model for re-fashioning one’s Self. The ‘short 20
th

 

century’ would show just how fecund the encounter and clash of the two 

countries turned out to be. 

Although Luo Pu tells us that there is no Sofja in China, he then proceeds to 

recast her as Chinese both in the description of the character’s physical attributes 

and in the transliteration of her name.
20

 She seems to be at once so far and close 

                                                 
18 Ibid., p. 92. As for the deep admiration towards the Russian women, or even the sense of 

inferiority shown in this text, we should remember the long-lasting impact that foreign 

feminist theories had on the modern Chinese thought and on the way the Chinese progressive 

thinkers started to conceive the gender issue. On this topic, the reader may refer to Liu, Karl 

and Ko (2013, see the bibliography) and also to the book written by Tani Barlow, The 

Question of Women in Chinese Feminism (2004). 
19 Lu Xun 2006 [1936], see also footnote no. 4. 
20 It is no accident that Hu Ying’s chapter on “Heroines of Eastern Europe” in her Tales of 

Translation bears the title “From Sophia to Su Feiya”. 
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to the Chinese readers: she is a kind of Dantean Beatrice, unreachable, to be 

looked upon at some remove, and also a perfectly human creature, whose 

virtuous life could (and should) be emulated. The two narrative registers, the one 

striking the chords of hagiography and the other those of political propaganda, 

co-exist both in the novel itself, as well as in nearly all contemporary Chinese 

accounts, and in the foreign sources, beginning with the authors closest to the 

nihilist movement, like Sergej Stepniak, who in 1883 published the best 

biographical anthology of the narodniki (Underground Russia), and Prelooker, 

mentioned above. It is these very stylistic concordances of the foreign and 

Chinese sources that make it possible to postulate a transnational canon 

encompassing various genres – fiction, biography, autobiography, essay – and 

languages.  

Yet, in following this cross-border canon, Luo Pu informed his novel with 

content that was altogether foreign to the reformist dictates expressed by New 
Fiction. For instance, the third-phase terrorism of the nihilist-populist movement 

found justification in the principle which held that only complete destruction can 

free the people of the bonds of semi-slavery, intellectual as well as physical, that 

the despotism of the Tsar had tide them to. In effect, the revolutionary credo is 

already expounded in the first chapter:  

 
我們同志，憤世嫉俗，只見當今凡百現象都與天然大法相反，若不用破壞手段，把

從來舊制一切打破，斷難造出世界真正的文明。因此我們慾鼓舞天下的最多數的與

那少數的相爭[…] 
 

Our companions detest society and abhor its norms: just look at what is happening 

today, for it is altogether in dissonance with the laws of nature; only by destroying, 

blasting to bits all the old institutions, will it be possible to create a true worldwide 

civilisation. This is why we instigate the [oppressed] majority to combat the 

[privileged] minority […]
21

  

 

Both the rhetorical tone and the argumentation are anything but remote from 

those brandished in the revolutionary press, which sanctioned social conflict and 

would subsequently and more emphatically turn against the faction of Kang 

Youwei and Liang Qichao. 

In actual fact, the contradiction between the novel’s content and the editorial 

line of New Fiction was more apparent than real. As scholar Don C. Price noted 

in his Russia and the Roots of the Chinese Revolution, Liang was in favour of 

revolution in Russia at least until the summer of 1903, believing that the goals of 

the revolutionaries were not incompatible with the drafting of a constitution. In 

Price’s telling, Liang Qichao was still praising the student movement of 

Nanyang Academy in 1902, even comparing it to the brave young Russians, 

whereas by the following year he was already distancing himself from the group 

                                                 
21 Luo Pu 1902 [repr. in WWC 1960], p. 90. 
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of radical thinkers – Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培 (1868-1940), Zhang Taiyan 章太炎 

(1868-1936) and Wu Zhihui 吴稚晖 (1865-1953) – because of their internal 

squabbles and organisational weakness. His stay in America cleaved the divide, 

separating him from revolutionary ideals even wider, such that by 1904 he 

proclaimed the end of the era of revolutions in summarising and commenting 

upon the positons of Kemuyama Sentaro, in the article “On Russian Nihilism” 

(Lun Eluosi Xuwudang 論俄羅斯虛無黨). Murder as a tactic of the terrorists 

was for Liang, and he was not alone, proof of the defeat of mass insurrection. A 

secret organisation, numerically thin on the ground, like the narodniki could 

never aspire to lead a popular, nation-wide movement; nor could it compete 

economically and militarily with the tsarist regime. This stance eventually took a 

theoretical turn: political assasination and popular uprising were mutually 

exclusive. As we shall see, however, the theory will be contested by the rival 

radical faction whose exponents saw individual initiative as a necessary first 

step towards agitation of the masses.
22

 Then too upheaval of the following year 

– the 1905 Russian Revolution – will put paid to Liang Qichao line of thought. 

Although its literary style was in the transnational revolutionary vein and its 

message radical, “Heroines of Eastern Europe” remained entirely compatible, in 

the beginning at least, with the reformist and cosmopolitan editorial outlook 

championed by New Fiction – at least to a certain extent; it may perhaps be no 

accident that, as we have just seen, its publication ceased in 1903.  

Whatever the reasons governing the novel’s ‘untimely’ demise might be, 

what one can say for sure is that Luo Pu had written something that perfectly 

dovetailed with the taste of readers, who hungered for exotic stories set in far-off 

places, and for a new political awareness, that was looming on the horizon at the 

time. In effect, his novel did not remain a voice crying in the wilderness. Rather, 

it became a cornerstone of an entire genre that was about to flourish and came to 

be called ‘nihilistic novel’ (Xuwudang Xiaoshuo 虛無黨小說). For example, 

Zhang Quanzhi, a prominent scholar of Chinese anarchism, has calculated that 

27 translations of books and essays and another 17 publications originally 

written in Chinese, all dealing with anarchism and the Russian populist 

movement, appeared between 1902 and 1905 alone. Most of these efforts 

focused on political assasination plots and biographies of the ‘heroes’ who 

plotted them. The novels were thus no less important than the essays.
23

  

Let us now shift our attention to the texts of Sun Yat-sen’s revolutionary 

party and of the anarchists, since they were much closer to the Russian 

movement than the reformist writings.  

  

 

 

                                                 
22 Price 1974, pp. 128-131. 
23 Zhang Quanzhi 2005, p. 136. 
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2. Time for Assassination, Time for Revolution 
 

Whilst the journals tied to Liang Qichao’s group, like New Fiction and New 

Citizen, were the first to bring events in Russia to the Chinese reading public, 

the revolutionary press immediately claimed the by-line to and began running 

articles on the history of the ‘nihilist party’ (xuwu dang 虛無黨). The Shanghai 

organs Subao (蘇報), Guominri Ribao (國民日日報) and Jingzhong Ribao (警

鐘日報) offered readers a host of texts, some descriptive, others analytical, on 

the Russian movement between 1903 and 1904. Particularly noteworthy for its 

anti-Manchu propaganda was Subao: it is not surprising that the censors duly 

shut it down in 1903. When Zhang Shizhao 章士钊 (1881-1973) became editor-

in-chief that same year, his inaugural editorial attacked the Qing government 

head-on, and his subsequent pieces were embellished with such colourful 

expressions as ‘...you Manchu thieves...’, or ‘...you pig-tailed barbarian 

wretches...’. Proffered in counterpoint to his vituperative rhetoric was the 

sophisticated literary style of Zhang Taiyan and his follower Zou Rong 邹容 

(1885-1905). Their pieces, however, were of no less radical stridency in 

denouncing the legitimacy of the Qing Dynasty and in criticizing the reformist 

wing of Kang Youwei. Indeed, Zou’s pamphlet “The Revolutionary Army” was 

perhaps the most widely read piece of anti-government propaganda in the first 

decade of the 20
th
 century, and in what became known as the ‘Subao Affair’ (蘇

報案) led to both master and pupil ending up in prison for their efforts, where 

the twenty-year-old Zou eventually died.
24

 

Japan-based groups of students and intellectuals from the provinces of 

Zhejiang and Jiangsu echoed the mainland radical press in periodicals like the 

Zhejiang Chao (浙江潮) and Jiangsu (江蘇), while increasing the number of 

articles dedicated to the narodniki. For instance, the Zhejiang Chao attracted 

readers by publishing a ‘nihilist novel’, a number of political-historical pieces 

and also a biography of Sofja (俄國虛無黨女傑沙勃羅克傳, 1903, no. 7); in 

the meantime, the Jiangsu provided a forum for discussing Bakunin’s influence 

on the young Russian revolutionaries. 

Noteworthy too in this connection was that the sympathy for Perovskaja and 

her fellow plotters in the Tsar’s assassination swelled, rather than fell, after 

Russia began expanding her sphere of influence to Manchuria, following the 

1901 Protocol. Indeed, the struggle of the People’s Will against the despotic 

tsarist regime came to coincide and overlap with the Chinese patriotic 

movement, whose aspirations and goals were being fuelled by indignation over a 

government that had bowed all too readily to the colonial dictates of foreign 

powers. The most intransigent and xenophobic nationalism – the so-called 

                                                 
24 For the ‘Subao Affair’ and Zhang Shizhao’s editorial line, see the detailed and illuminating 

treatment by Laitinen 1990, pp. 90-104. 
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“racial nationalism”, zhongzu minzu zhuyi 种族民族主义 – thus came to merge, 

at first sight astoundingly so, with what might be termed a proto-

internationalism calling for a radical political transformation that could 

transcend national borders. When confronted with such an apparently 

irreconcilable amalgam of layers, the Western historian is forced to rethink the 

building blocks of long-held assumptions that had informed the bases of enquiry. 

Only a thorough re-adjustment of one’s habitual mind-set and customary 

categories can the historical reality of Chinese nationalism, starting from its 

‘internal horizons’ (neizai shiye 内在视野), be captured. It is in this direction 

that the works of Rebecca Karl, Kauko Laitinen and, above all, Wang Hui 

point.
25

  

Both the respectful admiration in which the anti-Manchu activists held the 

Russian nihilist-populist movement, and the bond of collaboration they had with 

Chinese anarchists (in fact, it is worth recalling that it is hard to separate the 

anarchist thread from the broader weave of the revolutionary discourse before 

1907) is the litmus test that brings to light the conceptual tension that at the time 

held in sway the terms ‘state’ and ‘nation’ (guojia 国家 and minzu 民族).  

What is clear, however, is that China’s revolutionists accorded the populist 

cause a reception that was less superficial than Liang Qichao’s. The mirror-

image and identification created by the revolutionary propaganda was so strong 

that it led to emulation of the deeds of the narodniki. For a start, the Minbao (民

報 ), the organ of the Tongmeng Hui (同盟會 ), began publishing ‘votive’ 

portraits of the Russian revolutionaries in 1905. The first two were of Sofja and 

Bakunin, the former appearing in the second issue and the latter in the third. In 

the latter issue, however, on the page following Bakunin’s image and bearing 

the stamp of emulation, was the portrait of Wu Yue 吴樾 (1878-1905), hero and 

‘martyr’, who had taken part in one of the most famous, home-grown plots in 

the first decade of the 20
th

 century. The association of the three portraits is 

worthy of note. 

Wu Yue perished in an attempt to assassinate five imperial ministers. Yet, 

though emblematic, his case was not unique. It has been estimated that in the 

period preceding the Xinhai Revolution there were some twenty-thirty such 

plots with peaks in 1905-1907 and 1910-1911. Whilst individual initiative was 

responsible for the former spike, groups of plotters – known collectively as 

‘Assassination Corps’ (ansha tuan 暗殺團) – planned the latter: these included 

the ‘China Assassination Corps’ (Zhina Anshatuan 支那暗殺團), established in 

Hong Kong by Liu Sifu 劉思復 (better known as Shifu 師復, ‘the soul of 

Chinese anarchism’, 1884-1915), and the ‘Assassination Corps of the East’ 

(Dongfang Anshatuan 東方暗殺團) set up by Huang Xing 黄兴 (1874-1916). 

Although he was part of the ‘solitary heroes’ era, even Wu Yue did not act 

alone. In 1904 he joined the group of Yang Dusheng 楊篤生 (1871-1911), who 

                                                 
25 Wang Hui 2004, 4 Vols. 
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made political assassination a collective mission well before the advent of the 

‘Assassination Corps’. Yang’s group also included Cai Yuanpei and Chen 

Duxiu 陳獨秀 (1879-1942), the leading exponent of the May Fourth Movement 

and future first Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party. As Sinologist 

Edward Krebs has noted, Wu Yue not only worked with Yang, but was also 

close to Chen Duxiu and joined his “Warrior Yue Society”, a group Chen 

founded in honour of national hero Yue Fei 岳飛 (1103-1142).
26

 In word and 

deed Wu Yue was clearly influenced by Yang Dusheng. Yang had been 

championing a radical transformation of Chinese society, even by means of 

violent rebellion, as early as 1903. His blue-print manifesto New Hunan (Xin 

Hunan 新湖南) hewed to Bakunin’s idea of ‘destruction’ (pohuai 破壞), a 

concept that included assassination and revolution as the preferred means for 

overthrowing the status quo. It was no doubt obvious that the example to be 

followed was that of the Russian nihilists: 

 

改造社會者，不能仍舊社會而組織之，則必破壞舊社會而滌蕩之。[…] 今世界

各國中破壞之精神，最強烈者莫如俄國之無政府黨。無政府黨，言破壞之淵藪

也。斯拉夫民族之所以有此黨人者何也？為社會階級之制不平也，為官吏之腐

敗也，為司法行政機關之頹壞也，為學校教育之鉗制也。以種種之原因，生種

種之反對，以種種之反對，生種種之壓抑，然壓抑者豈足以熄破壞之焰哉！

[…] 是故俄國之虛無主義，自革命文學時期升而為遊說煽動時期，自遊說煽動

時期升而為暗殺恐怖時期，愈挫愈奮 […] 

 

One cannot create a [new] society by re-organizing it on the basis of the old, but by 

necessarily destroying the old society and starting anew from a tabula rasa […] No 

one today represents the spirit of destruction with greater strength and vigour than the 

Russian anarchists. The anarchist party is the cauldron of destruction. And how is it 

that the Slavic people possess this party? It is by virtue of the iniquitous division of 

their society in classes, [its] functionaries are corrupt, [its] legal institutions decadent 

and [its] educational system in ruins. Causes of every stripe instigate opposition of 

every stripe; the varying stripes of opposition in turn lead to various kinds and 

degrees repression, but the oppressors will never be able to extinguish the spark of 

destruction! […] Thus has Russian nihilism gone from a phase of revolutionary 

literature to a phase of mobilization and propaganda, and then from the phase of 

propaganda to that of plots and terror: the more it is repressed, the more it grows 

[…]
27

  

 

These ideas enjoyed wide currency in contemporary secret revolutionary 

societies and patriotic circles. Wu Yue took them to heart, and expounded upon 

                                                 
26 Krebs 1998, Chap. 3. Although Edward Krebs’s Shifu, the Soul of Chinese Anarchism is 

essentially a monograph, his historical reconstruction has much greater scope in that it 

encompasses the entire revolutionary milieu of the early 20th century. See his Chaps. 3 and 5 

in regard to ‘terrorism’. 
27 Yang Dusheng 1903 [in WSZX Vol. 1, 1984], pp. 17, 21. 
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them in the will he left before sacrificing his life in the attempt to assassinate the 

five imperial ministers, as they were about to depart from the Beijing Station, in 

late 1905, on a mission that was to take them to Japan and the West. Yet before 

taking a closer look at Wu Yue’s last will and testament, another key manifesto 

for gaining insight into the mental outlook of Chinese revolutionaries and their 

links to Russian populism, it will be useful here to bring into brief focus the 

purpose of the imperial delegation’s mission.  

The ministers were being sent by the Manchu Court to study the 

constitutions of Western countries, so that the Qing government might 

assimilate any concepts that could be incorporated in its political institutions, as 

it ‘prepared to draft a constitution’ (yubei lixian 預備立憲).
28

 The Court also 

was to some degree re-opening channels to the reformist intellectuals living in 

exile in Japan, like Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei, the adversaries of the 

revolutionaries. It is to be recalled that Zhang Taiyan ended up in prison in the 

‘Subao Affair’ for his article attacking Kang Youwei’s support of constitutional 

reform. Wu Yue thus acted as much as to kill the emissaries of Manchu imperial 

authority, as to put the ‘policy line’ of his faction into practice. Although his 

attempt failed when the bomb exploded prematurely killing only himself, Wu 

Yue’s deed struck a deep chord of admiration among the anti-Manchu 

intellectuals and activists, such that he was turned into a paladin of justice whose 

iconic image came to prominent display in the pages of the Minbao. One might 

even be tempted to say that the real bomb was not so much the ill-made device 

that exploded in Wu’s face, as it was the myth that enveloped the person and his 

parting testament, which was published as a special supplement in the Minbao 

and became a cult read. The publication of the supplement was trumpeted in 

advance by the Minbao itself and was inserted in the pages of the twelfth issue, 

that appeared in April 1907. The special issue bore the title “Heaven’s 

Vengeance” (Tiantao 天討) and included, among its articles, Wu’s text, that has 

been called “the most coherent theory so far of the role of assassination in 

preparing for revolution”.
29

  

Whilst Yang Dusheng had inscribed ‘assassination’ (ansha 暗殺 ) and 

‘revolution’ (geming 革命) as part and parcel of the rubric ‘destruction’ (pohuai 

破壞 ), Wu Yue reworked the two ideas into a more cogent schematically 

unifying concept. In effect, for both Yang and Wu the task at hand was to refute 

the position of Liang Qichao, who held that the action of individuals as espoused 

by the Russian nihilists did not pave the way to a mass movement and was thus 

almost the antithesis of revolution. Moreover, and quite apart from the dispute 

between reformers and revolutionaries, the writings of Yang Dusheng, Wu Yue 

and other theorists of assassination sought to raise the level of discourse to a 

much higher pitch, in order to frame the eternal dilemmas every revolutionary 

movement faces: is it possible to ignite a revolution? Must material conditions 

                                                 
28 See, for example, Wang Hui 2004, Vol. 3, p. 1060. 
29 Price 1974, p. 150.  
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come to maturity first? Can an individual tip the balance for the masses? How 

much momentum can the will of an individual, or of a small group, gain? At the 

end of the day, ‘who’ makes history, who is the subject of historical dynamics? 

It was upon this universal plane that the Russian populists and anarchists 

became models, even perhaps essential touchstones, for their would-be 

counterparts in China.  

Yang Dusheng ends the passage from New Hunan cited supra by listing the 

three stages of the narodniks’ historical development: the literary or cultural, the 

propagandistic (‘go to the people’) and the terrorist. In so doing, he followed the 

same phases as did Liang Qichao, who had repeated what he had read in 

Kemuyama Sentaro, who in turn had drawn directly from Sergej Stepniak and 

other Russian sources. Wu Yue went much further, and in the first section of his 

testament entitled “the age of assassination” (ansha shidai 暗殺時代) tried to 

‘connect the dots’ between Russian nihilism and world history: 

 

今日大地之上，轟轟烈烈傾人耳目者，莫若虛無黨之名。夫亦知虛無黨之於今

日為何時代乎？于昔又為何時代乎？吾敢斷言曰：十九世紀下半期，虛無黨之

暗殺時代。二十世紀上半期，則為虛無黨之革命時代。不有昔日之因焉得今日

之果？我漢族為何乎？我同志諸君何為乎？吾又敢斷言曰：今日為我同志諸君

之暗殺時代。他年則為我漢族之革命時代。慾得他年之果，必種今日之因。 

 

Throughout the world today the fame of the nihilist party is acclaimed and attracts 

people more than anything else. Compared to the nihilist party, to which era does the 

present belong? And the past, to which era does it correspond? I dare say: “the last 

half of the nineteenth century was the age of assassination of the nihilist party; the 

first half of the twentieth century will be the age of revolution of the nihilist party”. 

Without the causes (yin 因) of the past, how could we attain the effects (guo 果) of 

the present? And what about the Han people? [What are they] for my gallant 

companions? Again I dare say: “the present is the age of assassination for my 

gentlemen companions; the future is the age of revolution for the Han people”. If we 

want pick the fruit (guo 果) of the future, we must cultivate the causes (yin 因) of the 

present.
30

 

 

Wu Yue sought to find the causal link between the Russian 19
th
 and 20

th
 

centuries and apply the same historical law to China. This search for a 

transnational, universal temporal nexus is all the more surprising considering 

that Wu was a fervent exponent of so-called “racial nationalism”. It is surprising 

too with respect to our analysis of “Heroines of Eastern Europe”: what counted 

most for Luo Pu, or in the cosmopolitan outlook of Liang Qichao, was the 

spatial dimension, the fact that China and Russia might belong to the same 

world order. Wu, instead, was not about to settle for a mere link between the two 

countries; rather, he muses on the relationship that the Russia of 1881 shares 

                                                 
30 Wu Yue 1957 [1907], p. 7. 



126   MING QING STUDIES 2016 

with the China of 1905. The past of the former is the present of the latter, and 

the present of the one may become the future of the other. And it will come 

about, writes Wu, undoubtedly so if the seeds of tomorrow are sown today by 

brave ‘companions’, who are willing to sacrifice their lives for the cause.  

Wu’s train of thought is cast along too immoveable a track. The law of cause 

and effect he invokes is shunted to a siding of an all too obvious historical 

determinism, although he tries to offset this with an appeal to the will of his 

companions. It is no accident that the second part of his script, entitled 

“Assassinationism” (ansha zhuyi 暗殺主義 ), opens with a mention of Tan 

Sitong谭嗣同 (1865-1898), the intellectual who upon the failed Hundred Days’ 

Reform movement decided not to flee to Japan with his companions, but let 

himself be arrested and executed. Although belonging to the circle of reformists, 

he was accorded a place in the pantheon of ‘Bodhisattva-martyrs’ that the more 

radical activists and intellectuals like Wu took as models. Then, too, Tan himself 

had clearly stated that China’s political transformation and salvation would not 

be possible without blood being shed first – an assertion that was naturally in 

harmony as much with the convictions of the revolutionaries, as with the idea of 

revolution itself. Girding himself to follow Tan’s example, Wu praised self-

sacrifice since only assassination, to which target and plotter alike fall victim, is 

capable of “uplifting the morale of the people and arousing their courage” (伸民

氣、倡勇敢之風).
31

 For, without what the anarchists demonstratively called 

‘the propaganda of the deed’, the people would never be able to arise and free 

themselves from the opium-like state of oppression Manchu rule kept them in. 

The government  

 

故其封報館以昧我同胞，禁新書以愚我同胞，殺學生以威我同胞，拿黨人以弱

我同胞。 

 

closes the editorial offices of the newspapers in order to keep my fellow citizens in 

ignorance, censures new books [of progressive nature] in order to keep my fellow 

citizens stultified, kills students in order to keep people under threat and arrests 

members of [our] party in order to keep them weak.
32

  

 

The third part brings into sharper focus the tasks of revolutionaries and their 

relationship to the rest of the population under the eloquent heading “the 

ideology of revenge” (fuchou zhuyi 復仇主義). Revenge and the yearning for 

personal and collective deliverance are the forces driving individuals to action in 

the pre-revolutionary era, the so-called “period of assassination”. For Wu, as for 

the Russian nihilists, revenge stood to the individual, or to small secret groups, 

as revolution stood to the people. One did not exclude the other, since the 

difference between them was one of quantity, not quality. Exit the antithesis 

                                                 
31 Ibid., p. 8. 
32 Ibid., p. 9. 
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between the individual and the masses (or between assassination and revolution) 

propounded by Liang Qichao, enter the causal link between the action of an 

individual and the reaction of the masses. The martyrs will have died not in vain 

but in prompting a chain reaction, that will lead to a mass movement of the 

people. As Wu saw it, history is conflict, it is war, and society in this war is 

divided in groups similar to those of an army: front-line combat troops 

(zhanbing 戰兵) and the reserves (yuanbing 援兵) in the rear, protecting supply 

lines while being ready to deploy in gaps along the front caused by casualties.  

 

暗殺者吾黨之戰兵也，復仇者吾黨之援兵也。 

 

Assassins are the combat troops of our party; the reserves our avengers.
33

  

 

By self-sacrifice, the martyr brings to light the iniquity and inequality the 

constituted order continues to conceal under the veil of its institutions, thus 

awakening anger and lust for revenge in the people. Whether the plots fail or 

succeed, revenge will duly follow in a virtuous, possibly, endless cycle:  

 

愈殺愈仇，愈仇愈殺。 

 

The more the killing, the more revenge; the more revenge there is, the more killing 

there is.
34

 

 

Whilst such calculatedly harsh rhetoric cannot but strike a horrific chord for 

today’s readers, when the passage, together with the full body of the text, is 

placed within its historical context, its inner coherence is plain to see. For it is 

the eve foreshadowing one of the greatest upheavals in Chinese history: the end 

of the Qing Dynasty and the fall of the empire. Even if the Xinhai Revolution 

can be characterized as a “leopardian” revolution – in the meaning of Giuseppe 

Tomasi di Lampedusa (1896-1957)’s famous novel The Leopard: “if we want 

things to stay as they are, things will have to change”
35

 – the decade preceding it 

had already shown manifest signs of the will to radical change that will mark the 

coming ‘short century’. 

Vengeance in Wu’s scheme of things was the subjective factor, the fillip, 

prompting the individual to identify with a collective cause; it put into play a 

political consciousness, more than the moral sense of duty, since it implied that 

the people can and must take it upon themselves to transform society, without 

waiting for reforms being initiated from above, or through the intervention of 

some higher authority. Vengeance is a concept deeply rooted in the Chinese 

mentality, as is readily apparent in official court annals, folklore and literary 

                                                 
33 Ibid., p. 11. 
34 Ibid., p. 11. 
35 Tomasi di Lampedusa 2002 [1958], p. 50. The translation is mine. 
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works, from Sima Qian to the ghost stories written in vernacular, and was given 

‘modern’ a parsing that neatly dovetailed with the theories and tactics of the 

Russian populists. 

A good case in point is that of Vera Zasulič (1849-1919), a leading exponent 

of the populist movement. In 1878, three years prior to the assassination of Tsar 

Alexander III, she shot and wounded General Trepov in retaliation for his 

having tortured a political prisoner. She was pronounced not guilty at her trial, 

since the jury and public opinion acknowledged her act as being prompted by a 

desire for justice, and not personal score-settling. That Zasulič later disavowed 

the use of violence is abundantly clear, both from her joining the group “Black 

Repartition”, instead of “The People’s Will”, in 1879 and from her 

correspondence with Karl Marx. Yet this did not deter Sergej Stepniak’s 

attributing to her the sobriquet ‘angel of vengeance’: 

 
Zassulic was not a terrorist. She was the angel of vengeance, and not of terror. She 

was a victim who voluntarily threw herself into the jaws of the monster in order to 

cleanse the honor of the party from a mortal outrage. […] The acquittal of Zassulic 

was a solemn condemnation of the entire arbitrary system which had impelled her to 

raise her avenging hand against the bully. The press and the public were unanimous 

in confirming the sentence of the jury.
36

 

 

Thereafter ‘angel of vengeance’ came into general usage for other populist 

heroines, including Sofja. Even before the Zasúlič affair of 1878, Sergej Nečaev 

(1847-1882) had founded a group called the “People’s Revenge”, very much a 

cognate term of the Chinese idea of fuchou (復仇). Stepniak himself, quite apart 

from having been an editor of the propaganda organ of “Land and Freedom” and 

the author of Underground Russia, killed the chief of the secret police, General 

Mezencov, with his own hands. In narrating the deeds of the narodniki, the 

terms he used would be borrowed nearly word for word by Wu Yue twenty 

years later. Stepniak defined the Russian people as 

 
[...] the Revolutionary Nation, [it] does not take a direct part in the struggle. It 

entrusts its interests and its honor, its hatred and its vengeance, to those who make 

the Revolution their sole and exclusive occupation.
37

  

 

Like the reserve troops (yuanbing 援兵) mentioned supra, the people would 

move into battle only to replace those fallen in combat at the front (zhanbing 戰

兵). It is in this sense that we should read that threat contained in the letter the 

Executive Committee of the People’s Will, addressed to Alexander III after his 

father’s assassination. The revolutionaries may be a small group, but their 

sacrifice will inevitably rally new troops to the cause, as repressive measures by 

the authorities will only broaden, rather than annihilating, the movement’s base. 

                                                 
36 Stepniak 1883, p. 36. 
37 Ibid., p. 245. 
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Or, as Yang Dusheng put it, “the more you repress it, the bigger it grows”.
38

  

Whether it be in Russia or China, the concept of vengeance was perfectly 

tailored to the organizational framework of small groups like the narodniki, or 

the Chinese secret societies. For reasons of space our purview cannot include a 

detailed look at Chinese groups like the “Restoration Society” (Guangfu Hui 光

復會), the “China Arise Society” (Huaxing Hui 華興會) and the “Revolutionary 

Alliance” (Tongmeng Hui), or trace the historical trajectory that turned the 

Tongmeng Hui into the Nationalist Party (Guomin Dang 國民黨). We can, 

however, take a closer look at the ‘ideology of vengeance’ and, more generally, 

the historical and political affinity linking the Russian and Chinese 

revolutionaries through a pre-party organizational model. Traditionally, the very 

idea of vengeance underlies, is implied in, the bond of blood or membership in a 

closely knit group. For example, vengeance in historical narratives and works of 

fiction is meted out for a wrong done to someone related to or close to the 

avenger, say, a parent, friend, member of the same clan. By the late Qing period, 

however, the concept had expanded to include within its reach more political, 

impersonal content, or better, it turned into a zip-concept whose slide brought 

together the individual and collective teeth. Like the assassination corps, the 

secret societies, the Japan-based student groups, or the editorial staff of the 

periodicals were all made up of people who knew each other, were engaged in 

the same work or came from the same region. They were friends or schoolmates. 

The same was true of the secret circles of the populists. For the Russians and 

Chinese alike, the term ‘party’ (dang 黨, as in xuwu dang 虛無黨) even became 

self-defining but it no way bore the Leninist meaning of the term, and it did not 

imply ‘the imagined community’ of the mass party. Wu Yue could immolate 

himself imagining that his friends and comrades would avenge him. His portraits, 

alone or with his spouse, and his testament that appeared in the Minbao created 

an air of intimacy and personal identification such that readers could somehow 

feel that they had known him. As we have seen, the portrait and biography of 

Sofja Perovskaja, especially the latter which enjoyed even wider circulation in 

China, instilled in readers a feeling of direct contact with this ‘angel of 

revolution’.  

This was also the era in which the idea of vengeance (fuchou) inflated to the 

collective expanse that included the discourses of nation, ethnic group and 

gender. For example, in his essay “Deciding whether Revenge Is Proper or Not” 

(定復仇之是非) that appeared in the sixteenth issue of the Minbao in 1907, 

Zhang Taiyan linked revenge to racial revolution (zhongzu geming 種族革命) 

and in stark contrast to the law, which was incapable of righting too many 

wrongs and eradicating all injustices, despite its universalist claims. Zhang 

pointed out that very often only direct action to secure one’s rights could ensure 

                                                 
38 See footnote no. 27. 
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a full measure of justice.
39

 In the same vein, the anarcha-feminist He-Yin Zhen

何殷震 (better known as He Zhen 何震, 1884-1920), drew a similar connection 

between fuchou and the desire for real justice in her essay “On the Revenge of 

Women” (女子復仇論), that also appeared in 1907: “the goal of women’s 

struggle is no more and no less than the restoration of universal justice for all”, 

she wrote.
40

 He Zhen, however, went further, parting company with Zhang over 

the ethnic question:  

 
if we admit the fact that all sovereigns of the Han are women’s archenemy, there is 

no reason why our revolution must stop at abolishing foreign rule. We should press 

further and oppose political rule by a Han (male) sovereign and overthrow him as 

well.
41

 

 

Note that Zhang’s anti-Manchu credentials are far less bland and more 

complicated than might appear at first sight. However, what is most important to 

underscore here is the equation linking fuchou to the ideals of justice and 

equality that many exponents of revolution at the time espoused. He Zhen, 

Zhang Taiyan and Wu Yue were convinced that an authentic politics embracing 

the oppressed and minorities like women could only come about by the advent 

of a subjective factor like the will to vindication, that was at evident remove 

from the law, ‘reforms’ and a ‘justice’ handed down from on high. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

Wu Yue’s failure did not stay the hand of others from similar deeds later on. The 

two attempts by Liu Sifu are worthy of note here. Liu started as a member of the 

Tongmeng Hui and after the Xinhai Revolution became the leading exponent of 

Chinese anarchism; his first mission was an attempt to assassinate Admiral Li 

Zhun of the Guangdong Fleet in 1907. In Krebs’s retelling, Liu spent the night 

preceding the attempt writing what was presumably a last will and testament 

similar to Wu Yue’s. Perhaps because he was either tired or somehow failed to 

assemble the bomb properly, the device exploded prematurely, severely 

wounding him and causing the loss of his left hand. Undeterred, he would try 

again some years later at the head of a group. Taking as a model Wang 

Jingwei’s 汪 精 衛 (1883-1944) organization, who had set up the first 

assassination squad in 1909, Liu recruited a small band of dedicated activists 

organized by specific duties along military lines; the group was so secret that 

even its members did not know all the details of the planned missions. Despite 

                                                 
39 Zhang Taiyan 1957 [1907], Minbao 16, pp. 23-26.  
40 For the English translation and critical analysis of He Zhen writings, see Liu, Karl and Ko 

2013, p. 108.  
41 Ibid., p. 106. 
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all the precautions and meticulous preparations, the two missions they undertook 

failed: the 1910 attempt in Beijing because of betrayal by one of its members, 

and the second plot to eliminate Li Zhun, in summer 1911.
42

 

Following the Wuchang uprising and the collapse of the Qing Dynasty, Liu 

Sifu’s and groups of similar intent disbanded. As Wu Yue and his companions 

had foreseen, ‘the age of assassination’ was over and gave way to the Age of 

Revolution; Xinhai was its first manifestation but not the last. The theories and 

practices of the nineteenth-century Russian revolutionaries had become obsolete 

and gradually abandoned even by those who had espoused them: Liu Sifu’s 

‘conversion’ to Shifu is but one example. The creation of the Guomin Dang 

immediately after the 1911 revolution and the founding of the Communist Party 

ten years later spelt the end of the ‘pre-party politics’ era, that had historically 

been embodied in secret groups and small societies, assassination corps and 

even the Associations for the Study of Marxism.  

Today terrorism evokes scenes of mayhem and destruction that are a far cry 

from what the term elicits when we think of its meaning in early twentieth-

century China; the contemporary version of ‘terror’ has nothing to do with the 

anti-colonialist and anti-imperialist dictates of a century ago and even tends to 

cloud lucid thinking of the events which marked that historical period. 

In the end, it might even appear that the short-century’s yawning historical 

‘divide’ had engulfed everything related to the Russian populists and their ‘pre-

party model’, had literature not collected what politics had deposited. The most 

conspicuous example is the work of Ba Jin 巴金 (1904-2005), who translated 

the biographies of the narodniki and transplanted Russian heroines like Sofja 

and Vera Figner in his many volumes of fiction, from the late 1920s through the 

1940s. The spirit of vengeance too found new life in the works of the ‘father of 

modern Chinese literature’, Lu Xun; much has been written about the concept of 

fuchou in his texts: here it is worth mentioning in this connection the essay by 

Wang Hui, “Dead Fire Rekindled: Lu Xun as Revolutionary Intellectual”. In 

polished yet muscular prose, Wang points out that if readers today find Lu 

Xun’s enduring bitterness, scathing tone, sarcasm and barbed refusal to 

compromise with the enemy excessive or even lugubrious, the fault lies with us, 

or better, with our epoch, and not with Lu Xun.
43

 Here once again, revenge is 

simply the real name of justice, stripped of the rhetoric of power and restored to 

its original meaning. Shortly before his death, Lu Xun penned a kind of last will 

and testament in the form of zawen (杂文), entitled “Death” (Si死): the seventh, 

concluding sentence runs in part, “never mix with people who injure others, but 

who oppose revenge and advocate tolerance”.
44

  

In the fictional world of Lu Xun, the age-old vindictive apparition in “The 

                                                 
42 See Krebs 1998, Chaps. 3 and 5. 
43 Wang Hui 2009, Chap. 7. 
44 Lu Xun 2005 [1936], p. 457. 
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Hanging Woman” (Nüdiao 女吊), the ‘dark man’ in “Forging the Swords” 

(Zhujian 铸剑) and other like characters borrowed from folktales and popular 

theatre could readily mix with the appearance of their more modern counterparts, 

not only in other stories by Lu Xun himself, but even with the figures of Qiu Jin

秋瑾 (1875-1907), Zhang Taiyan and, why not, even with the Russian ‘angels of 

vengeance’, whose stories had peopled the Chinese political and literary 

imagination for decades. It is still worth the effort to re-invoke these spirits and 

bring forth these historical characters, since their voices and deeds so eloquently 

impersonate one of the most complex and fascinating historical dynamics of the 

past two hundred years. 
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Introduction  
 

In the 2
nd

 month of 1853, Jinling 金陵 (modern Nanjing 南京), one of the most 

important cultural centers of south China, fell into the hands of the Taiping army. 

Risen from humble origins in Jintian 金田, a remote prefecture of Guangxi 廣

西, the Taipings swept through south China, defeated the Qing army and seized 

Jinling in the span of just two years. Jinling then became the capital of the 

Taiping Tianguo 太平天国 (Heavenly Kingdom) for a whole decade. This was 

a heavy blow to the already waning Qing Court. Politically, the rebellion 

revealed the breakdown of communication between the Court and local officials, 

and exposed the corruption and inefficiency of the imperial forces. 

Economically, the rebel’s occupation of Jinling and the nearby provinces 

snatched the Court’s power over the richest regions of China. Major battles 

raged for ten years until in 1864 the leader of the Heavenly Kingdom, Hong 

Xiuquan 洪秀全 (1814-1864), died and after that the Qing general, Zeng 

Guofan 曾國藩 (1811-1872) could regain Jinling.
2
  

The Taiping Rebellion proved a most disastrous internal upheaval for the 

Court. It shocked the Chinese populace and brought about drastic changes, 

especially in the development of the Jiangnan 江南 regions.
3
 While research 

has previously been conducted on the political and social implications of the 

rebellion, its impact on literature has largely been overlooked. The rebellion 

provided powerful subject matter for contemporary writers and generated 

literary writing in several genres, ranging from prose (such as anecdotes) to 

poetry (shi 詩 and ci 詞). This body of literature not only is instrumental for us 

                                                           
1 I would like to express my gratitude to Professor Paolo Santangelo, the anonymous 

reviewers and the editors of Ming Qing Studies for their insightful comments that greatly 

improved the manuscript. I also thank Miss Nga Man Kowk, Miss Cherry Hei Nok Ma, Mr. 

Christian Nordvall and Mr. Po Yu Tsoi for their valuable assistance.  
2 For a detailed account of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, see Luo Ergang 1991, Vols. 1-4 

and Spencer 1996. 
3 For the most recent study of the aftermath of the Rebellion, see Tobie Meyer-Fong 2013.  
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to learn more about the variety of responses to the rebellion, but also is worth 

exploring in terms of its literary merits.
4
 Jiang Chunlin 蔣春霖 (1818-1868) is 

one of the most outstanding poets among these writers. 

Jiang Chunlin, courtesy name Lutan 鹿潭, came from a gentry’s family. His 

father was an official of Jingmen 荊門, Hubei 湖北 Province, where Jiang 

spent his early life. He made name by participating in a poetry competition at 

the Yellow Crane Tower (黃鶴樓) in the provincial capital of Wuhan 武漢.
5
 

Like most men of letters of his time, he devoted himself to studying for the civil 

service examinations and was successful in its early stages. Between 1837 and 

1848, he undertook the long journey to Beijing 北京 no less than three times, 

but failed to pass the Palace Examination each time.
6
 In order to make a living, 

he instead went to Yangzhou, where he worked as a petty official in the salt 

administration. During the Taiping Rebellion, Jiang mainly stayed in Dongtai 東

臺  and Taizhou 泰州 , which belonged to the Yangzhou administration. 

Dongtai was an important salt production site, which supported the salt industry 

of Yangzhou. Taizhou was important for its strategic location.
7
 During the years 

of chaos, Jiang wrote shi and ci poems that reflect his times and personal 

experience. These works can be read as a direct response to the Taiping 

Rebellion. 

Jiang is best known as a ci poet of the late Qing era. The pre-1949 ci critics 

held his work in high esteem. Tan Xian 譚獻 (1830-1901), a leading figure of 

the School of Changzhou 常州, regarded Jiang as “ci historian” (詞史) and “the 

Revered Du (Fu) of lyricists” (倚聲家老杜 ).
8
 Tan’s view was highly 

influential.
9
 

Jiang personally chronologically collated his ci poems from before 1861. 

Modern scholars have endeavored to collect Jiang’s remaining works from other 

sources, and a collated version was published in 2011.
10

 Jiang was also a 

famous shi poet among his contemporaries, but unfortunately, most of his shi 

poetry has not survived. It is believed that Jiang at some point burnt his shi 

                                                           
4 Yan Dichang 2002, pp. 1033-1054. 
5 The story is recorded by Jin Wuxiang in his “Biography of Jiang Lutan”, in Xu Beizhuan Ji, 

80: 5. 
6 For a biography of Jiang Chunlin, see Huang Yanli 1993, pp. 1-70. A concise summary of 

Jiang’s life events can also be found in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 370-378. 
7 Jiang has discussed the importance of Taizhou in his shi poetry. Detailed discussion, see 

Section 4. 
8 Qiezhong Ci, 5: 292. 
9 See Shuiyun Lou Ci Shuzheng, and Zheng Qian 1972, p. 264. 
10 See Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu. Before Liu Yonggang, Feng Qiyong (finished in 1948 and 

published in 1986), Zhou Mengzhuang (1989) and Huang Yanli (1993) have also researched 

into Jiang’s lost works. All Jiang’s poems in the article are quoted from the latest collated 

collection by Liu.  
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poems, and turned to focus on ci instead.
11

 Some of his shi poems survived in 

Jin Wuxiang’s 金武祥 (1841-1924) compendium and are known as Shuiyun 

Lou Shi Shenggao 水雲樓詩賸稿 (Surviving Drafts of Poems of the Water and 

Cloud Tower). While the specific dates of writing are not noted, one can still 

identify the poems written during the Taiping Rebellion by referring to their 

titles and prefaces.
12

 

Both Jiang’s shi and ci poetry are of great research value for two reasons. 

First, as poetic representations of historical events, these works are relevant to 

the discussion of shishi 詩史 and cishi 詞史, two critical concepts in Chinese 

poetics.
13

 It is meaningful to analyze how Jiang deployed conventional forms 

and styles in an innovative way in order to discuss the social turmoil of his time. 

Secondly, these works are valuable materials for researchers to understand the 

lives and perceptions of literati during the Taiping Rebellion.   

Despite the wealth of his poetry, existing research is mostly brief and 

piecemeal.
14

 This article aims at analyzing his poetry written during the Taiping 

Rebellion and evaluating it from the perspectives of shishi and cishi, thus hoping 

to shed light on the relationship between literature and historical events.   

 

 

1. The Tradition of Shishi and Cishi 
 

(1) Shishi 
 

                                                           
11 The story is recorded in Jin Wuxiang’s “Biography of Jiang Lutan”, in Xu Beizhuan Ji, 80: 

599. 
12 94 poems survived and not all of them are related to the Taiping Rebellion. They cover a 

variety of subject matters, including poems written for some paintings, poems of animals, 

poems about farm life, and poems about parting a friend. Poems that are most relevant to our 

discussion are his Miscellaneous Poems written during his stay in Dongtai. These poems are 

similar to Du Fu’s Miscellaneous Poems, written in old style, are designated for commenting 

current events. For a discussion of Jiang’s shi poetry, see Huang Yanli 1993 and Li Xiaoxuan 

1972. 
13 For more explanation on the translation of the two terms, see Section 2. 
14 For a survey of research of Jiang, see Chen Shuiyun 2004, pp. 46-51. Before 1949, most 

research concentrated on biographic studies of Jiang, such as the works of Tang Guizhang 

(1933) and Feng Qiyong (finished in 1948 and published in 1986). Compared to other late 

Qing ci poets, research of Jiang is scarce in mainland China before the 21st century. This 

might be related to his attitude towards the Taipings. About 20 journal articles were written 

about Jiang from 2000 onwards, and Liu Yonggang being one the most important researchers. 

He has written 4 articles and annotated Jiang’s poetry in 2011. In Taiwan, the most important 

work is Zhou Mengzhuang’s annotations of Jiang’s ci. Only two dissertations were written for 

Jiang (Li Xiaoxuan 1972 and Jian Jianan 2003). In Hong Kong, in 1993, Huang Yanli based 

on her PhD dissertation published Jiang Chunlin Pingzhuan 蔣春霖評傳  (A Critical 

Biography of Jiang Chunlin), which is a comprehensive study of Jiang and his works. 
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In considering the relations between current events and poetry, one may well 

begin with the concept of shishi. The term can mean either a “poet-historian”, 

which praises the poet’s ability to bring the perspective of history into poetry, or 

“poetic-history”, which refers to poetry that relates important historical events of 

a given period. I will first trace the changing connotations of the concept, how it 

has affected theories of ci poetry, and finally I will discuss its significance to 

late Qing poets.  

The notion of shishi is originally associated with Du Fu 杜甫 (712-770) and 

his poems written during and after the An Shi Rebellion 安史之亂 (755-756). 

The Tang poet wrote with moral, social, political and historical 

conscientiousness, criticizing the ills of his time. He either drew themes from 

contemporary events or used the rebellion as a background for narrating and 

lamenting the sufferings of common people and expressing his sorrow for the 

waning state. The earliest use of the term shishi traces back to Meng Qi’s 孟棨 

(Jinshi 進士 in 875) Benshi Shi 本事詩 (Original Events of Poems), which 

says: 

 

杜逢祿山之難，流離隴蜀，畢陳於詩，推見至隱，殆無遺事，故當時號為詩史。 

 

Du suffered from the turbulence of the Lushan Rebellion, wandering aimlessly in the 

areas of Long and Shu. All these experiences were written into his poetry. If one 

reads closely, the hidden messages can be seen and not a single important event will 

be overlooked. For this reason, contemporaries called him shishi.
15

 

 

In Meng’s view, the essence of shishi is to present history in the form of poetry. 

Shishi should reveal, in a ‘comprehensive way’ (殆無遺事), real life events of 

historical significance. The ‘hidden message’ (至隱) refers to the Chinese 

historiographical tradition in which the historian should display his ‘praise and 

blame’ (褒貶) in subtle ways.
16

 This concept of weiyan dayi 微言大義 

(sublime words with deep meaning) originates from the Confucian tradition 

which advocates and practices the rhetoric of subtlety to express great 

significance. In other words, while historians should narrate objectively, they 

should also subtly pass moral and political judgments on the events and people 

they record.  

In the Song Dynasty, the concept of shishi was elaborated upon with great 

enthusiasm. Apart from recognizing Du’s poetry as the exemplar of 

historiographic poetry, Song critics identified several characteristics related to 

the shishi, such as (1) the meticulous records of dates, geographical names and 

other minute details; (2) the embodiment of the ‘praise and blame’ tradition of 

history in the form of poetry; and (3) a true and precise presentation of events 

                                                           
15 Benshi Shi, 18. 
16 Zhang Yi 2001, pp. 49-55. 
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and the poet’s feelings.
17

 These three characteristics have become the core of 

shishi theory, and essentially covered the narrative, socio-critical, and visionary 

functions of poetry.  

In the Ming Dynasty, critics such as Yang Shen 楊慎 (1488-1559) and 

Wang Fuzhi 王夫之  (1619-1692) questioned the value of shishi as they 

emphasized the lyrical qualities of poetry. Their discussion of shishi revealed 

that tension exists between history and poetry. Whereas some earlier critics 

regarded Du Fu’s poetry as a perfect combination of history and poetry, the 

Ming critics felt that poetry should only focus on lyrical expressions. They held 

that even in the tradition of Yuefu 樂府 (Songs from the Music Bureau), which 

are mostly narrative poems, the events recorded would not outshine the feelings 

expressed. The Ming critics related shishi to fu 賦 (direct presentation) and 

they argued that poetry ought to be saturated with imagistic and metaphorical 

qualities instead of being narrative and descriptive, and that it was the use of bi 

比 (analogy/metaphor) and xing 興 (stimulus) that excelled in Du’s poems.
18

 

In early Qing Dynasty, the concept of shishi was further substantiated by 

Qian Qianyi 錢謙益 (1582-1664) and Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610-1695).
19

 

They believed that value of poetry lay in its reflection of the historical period 

and the insightful commentary of the author on the events and personages of his 

time. Qian suggested that “the significance of poetry comes only from history” 

(詩之義不能不本於史).
20

 Huang suggested “verifying historical records by aid 

of poetry” (以詩證史), emphasizing that poetry could sometimes be more 

credible than conventional historical records.
21

 Apart from linking poetry to 

history genealogically, they tried to resolve the question of rhetoric raised by the 

Ming critics. In Qian’s view, the significance of poetry came from its referential 

function to the contemporary events, regardless of the kind of rhetoric they 

use.
22

 

Despite changing understandings of shishi, we can identify some important 

characteristics: (1) shishi poetry (poetic-history) should reflect or relate 

contemporary events; (2) the shishi (poet-historian) assumes the dual roles of 

both poet and historian; (3) the ways to achieve shishi can vary, and fu should 

                                                           
17 For a detailed discussion of how the concept of shishi is discussed in the Song Dynasty, 

see Cai Zhennian 2002. 
18 For an in-depth research, see Zhang Hui 2012. 
19 For a detailed discussion, see Gong Pengcheng 1986 and Yim 2009. 
20 Qian Qianyi, “A Preface to Hu Zhiguo’s Poetry” 胡致果詩序, in Muzhai Youxue Ji, p. 

800. 
21 See Huang Zongxi, “A Preface to Wan Lüan’s Poetry” 萬履安先生詩序, in Nanlei 

Wending, p. 11. For further discussion of Huang’s view, see also Xu Fangming and Wen 

De-chao 2008, pp. 28-36. 
22 Qian refuted the Ming critics’ views on the use of fu (direct presentation), for further 

details see Yim 2009, pp. 15-55. 
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not be considered as less significant than bi and xing, although a subtle way of 

expression is preferable. 

Qian Qianyi and Huang Zongxi’s views greatly influenced later Qing critics 

who generally followed his line of discussion. While the study of shishi 
continues in modern times, not all critics agree with the idea of combining 

history and literature. Qian Zhongshu 錢鍾書  (1901-1988), for instance, 

emphasized that history must be supported by evidence while poetry can be 

based on imagination
23

 (史必徵信, 詩可鑿空). In theory, this accurately 

differentiates poetry and history according to their different natures. However, 

Qian also admitted that some poetry could be viewed as sources of history.
24

 

While it would be inappropriate to treat poetry as historical records, Qian has 

not denied that poetry can use historical events as subject matters. In fact, some 

Chinese poets believe that they are giving a ‘factual account’ (實錄) drawn from 

their personal experience when they are narrating a particular historical event. 

Although one can question their objectivity in recording the ‘facts’, their 

intention to treat poetry as historical record is clear. In practice, there are many 

poems, which can be related to specific historical events, with some of the most 

typical/prominent examples being Du Fu’s poems about the An Shi Rebellion 

and the Ming loyalists’ poems written during the fall of the Ming Dynasty. 

Ideally, historical poetry acquires the characteristics of both historiography and 

poetry; presenting ‘facts’ in a poetic way.   

The idea of shishi prevailed in the late Qing period. During the years of 

internal upheavals and foreign encroachment, the idea of ‘statecraft’ (經世) 

became popular among the scholar-officials.
25

 How to make the studies of the 

Classics, historiography and even literature relevant to the current affairs 

became their main concern. It was against such a background that the idea of 

shishi reappeared and urged the poets to convey their concerns and express their 

frustration and indignation through poetry. These poems are not just about a 

general decaying political and social situation, but also the specific events of the 

historical period. Poets narrate the event, comment on the event and express 

their feelings and visionary projection on certain major cities during the 

war-ridden times. These works should be understood in the specific historical 

context that the poets had intended and directed. Some of the most obvious 

                                                           
23 Qian Zhongshu 1984, pp. 37-39. 
24 Ibid. 
25 A typical example that is often mentioned is the Huangchao Jingshi Wenbian 皇朝經世文

編 (A Collection of Statecraft Essays of the Monarchy), a collection of essays edited by Wei 

Yuan 魏源 and He Changling 賀長齡 in 1825. The objective of the book is to arouse 

discussion of current issues. 
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examples are to be found in A Ying’s anthologies of literary writings of 

important incidents in the late Qing.
26

  

 

(2) Cishi 
 

While the discussion of shishi focuses on the nature and expressions of historical 

writing and shi poetry, the issue of expression is more controversial in ci poetry. 

Given that the term cishi is derived from shishi, it is necessary to briefly review 

the tradition of ci and its relations to shi. From late Tang to the Song Dynasty, ci 

formed its own tradition in function, subject matter, style, expression and 

imagery, uniquely different from that of shi poetry. However, due to its modest 

origins, ci was always regarded as a xiaodao 小道 (lesser path) and inferior to 

shi. In order to elevate the stature of ci, elites attempted to borrow concepts from 

the shi tradition.
27

 Approaching “ci as shi” (以詩為詞) started from as early as 

the Five Dynasties when Li Yu 李煜 (937-978) mourned his perished state 

using ci. Thereafter, self-expression became conspicuous in many ci poems, the 

most famous being those of Su Shi 蘇軾 (1036-1101). Other poets, however, 

were also alarmed by the blurring of the boundaries between ci and shi, and 

consequently the question of genre was raised by Li Qingzhao 李清照

(1081-1155). In “Ci Lun” 詞論 (A Discussion of Ci) , she recognizes ci as an 

independent genre (別是一家 ), and calls for a reflection on the generic 

characteristics of ci.
28

 

In the Qing Dynasty, critics were devoted to exploring the unique 

characteristics of the genre, but perhaps consciously or unconsciously, they all 

resorted to borrowing ideas from shi poetics. For example, they considered ci as 

a descendant of the Shijing 詩經 (Book of Songs) and Yuefu. By including ci 

into the genealogy of shi, they supposed that ci served similar purposes as shi. 

Thus, Zhang Huiyan 張惠言  (1761-1802) considered the nature of ci as 

comparable to that of shi in its ‘expression in subtlety’ (興於微言) and its use of 

bixing 比興 (metaphor).
29

  

Zhou Ji 周濟 (1781-1839), a follower of Zhang, further introduced the idea 

of cishi. At the same time, however, critics were also well aware of the lyrical 

nature of ci and that ci did not originate from the tradition of “praise and blame”. 

Unlike shi, ci neither requires the expression of one’s intent (志), nor the 

                                                           
26  For example, A Ying edited Zhong Fa Zhanzheng Wenxue Ji 中法戰爭文學集 

(Anthology of the Sino French War) and Gengzi Shibian Wenxue Ji 庚子事變文學集 

(Anthology of the 1900 Incident). See A Ying 1957, 1962. 
27 For a detailed discussion on the strategies of elevation of the reputation of ci, see Lam 

2002. 
28 Li Qingzhao Ji Jiaozhu, p. 195. For discussions of Li’s views, see Shuen-fu Lin, “The 

Formation of a Distinct Generic Identity”, in Yu Pauline 1994, pp. 3-30, especially pp. 26-30. 
29 Cixuan Jianzhu, p. 6. 
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recording or commentary of historical events. The narrative and didactic nature 

of shi 史 seemed to be too distant from the lyrical tradition of ci. In steering 

cishi in a direction which he envisaged as the ideal combination of history and ci 
poetry, Zhou Ji emphasized the expression of genuine personal feelings evoked 

by contemporary events. He says: 

 

[感慨所寄] 不過盛衰。或綢繆未雨，或太息厝薪，或己溺己饑，或獨清獨醒，

隨其人之性情學問境地，莫不有由衷之言。見事多，識理透，可為後人論世之

資。詩有史，詞亦有史，庶乎自樹一幟矣。若乃離別懷思，感士不遇，陳陳相

因，唾瀋互拾，便思高揖溫、韋，不亦恥乎？ 

 

Prosperity and decline, anticipated trouble, impending disaster, personal 

responsibility accepted for public crises, individual integrity amidst corruption–– 

each poet takes his stance in accordance with his own temperament and education, 

and all give sincere expression to their varied experience and profound understanding 

in a way that helps later men appreciate their times. Poetry (shih) serves as history, 

and tz’u too can serve as history. Those tz’u writers who can only string together 

clichés about their pangs of separation, their personal disappointments, should be 

ashamed to be in the company of Wen T’ing-yün and Wei Chuang (Chia-ying Yeh 

Chao’s translation).
30

 

 

By emphasizing the uniqueness and sincerity of the author’s feelings aroused by 

the contemporary events, Zhou Ji highlights the capacity of ci to incorporate 

narration of historical events into its lyrical tradition.  

While Zhou Ji coined the idea of cishi, his explanation of the concept is 

highly abstract. The emphasis of youzhong zhi yan 由衷之言 (sincere words) 

may be particularly questionable to modern critics. Ci, sang by singers in the 

gay quarters, do not necessarily reflect the author’s genuine feelings or his/her 

real life experiences. Although Su Shi somehow transformed the normative form 

of song into a highly circumstantial form,
31

 the tradition of using a female voice 

remains an inherent characteristic of ci, thus diminishing the sincerity and 

authenticity of the sentiments expressed in the poem. In his defense, Zhou 

justified cishi by using the discourse of shi poetics which emphasized the 

author’s personality (性情), knowledge (學問) and judgement of current events. 

He also highlighted the importance of ‘circumstance’ (境地) of which ci would 

no longer be normative, nor could it be divorced from the specific circumstances 

that were unique to the author. He then suggested that the ideal of cishi 
(historical ci poetry) is its revelation of the circumstance that informs its 

composition, which allows posterity to understand the history of that time. Cishi 

is similar to shishi as both require the author’s knowledge and commentary of 

historical events, and such poetry can often supplement historical writing. In 

                                                           
30 See Chao 1978, p. 177; Jiecunzhai Lunci Zazhu, p. 4. 
31 Chang 1985, pp. 158-206. 
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presenting his views, Zhou Ji deliberately blurred the boundary between shi and 

ci: he viewed ci as a kind of shi which could function as shi.  

Zhou’s highly abstract comments, however, have not outlined how historical 

ci poetry should be formally realized, or how it might be different from 

historical shi poetry. Elsewhere, he characterized “subtleness” and the use of 

metaphors as the essence of ci. He writes: 

 

夫詞非寄託不入，專寄託不出，一物一事，引而伸之，觸類多通，驅心若游絲

之罥飛英，含毫如郢斤之斲蠅翼，以無厚入有間，既習已，意感偶生，假類畢

達，閱載千百，謦欬弗違，斯入矣。賦情獨深，逐境必寤，醞釀日久，冥發妄

中。雖鋪敘平淡，摹繢淺近，而萬感橫集，五中無主。讀其篇者，臨淵窺魚，

意為魴鯉，中宵驚電，罔識東西，赤子隨母笑啼，鄉人緣劇喜怒，抑可謂能出

矣。 

 

Without allegory in his t’zu a poet will not get it in (pu ju); if he makes his allegory 

too specific, he will never escape from it (pu ch’u). Ideally, each event would suggest 

another, and developed, should fit many similar situations. The poet should use his 

imagination like a spider web to catch flying flower petals and wield his brush like 

the axe that sliced the fly’s wing, and edge without thickness that slips through the 

interstices. Once he has put it into practice, the feeling he has to convey in his tz’u, 

where circumstances are comparable will come through unimpaired, and centuries 

later there will be no missing his message. This is ‘getting it in’. If the feelings he 

supplies are uniquely deep, if he responds equally to all scenes and works as it for a 

long time, then it appears without conscious effort, and, though the narrative content 

may be superficial and the description every day, still it is permeated with all 

emotion, without his conscious control. The reader of such a poem is like a man 

standing on the edge of a pool admiring the fish, who wonders whether it is a bream 

or a carp; or like someone exposed to a lightning flash in the dark, infant who smiles 

or weeps as its mother does, or a country fellow who rejoices or is angry with the 

players in the play he watches—this is what can be called ‘escaping from it’ 

(Chia-ying Yeh Chao’s translation).
32

 

 

In describing his ideal form of ci writing, Zhou Ji proposed two contrasting 

ideas. On the one hand, ci can be of historical significance. Historical ci poetry 

should be highly circumstantial, referring to specific historical events and 

revealing the views of the author/poet. It should, however, also be indefinite in 

its meaning and open-ended in its interpretation, and subtle in its expression. 

This can be done by using metaphors that embody the implicit feelings of the 

author. As for the readers, Zhou expected them to “appreciate the time” of the 

author through poetry and at the same time be able to appreciate the 

indeterminacy of the allegories, and fathom the allegorical and symbolic 

meanings of the poetry based on readers’ own personal temperament. It would 

be a challenge for poets to compose a ci poem that is both highly circumstantial 

                                                           
32 Chao 1978, pp. 178-179. For the idea of ‘getting in’ and ‘escaping from’, see Chao’s 

explanation, pp. 179-181. The Chinese original in Jiecunzhai Lunci Zazhu, p. 12. 
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and allusive. In the article, I will show how Jiang had innovatively worked 

around this idea.   

In researching Jiang Chunlin’s poetry, I want to refer to the concepts of 

shishi and cishi as I consider his poetry a direct reaction to the Taiping Rebellion. 

The poems analyzed in the article are remarkably specific to their historical 

context. It would be meaningful to see how his poetry can be analyzed alongside 

the concept of shishi and cishi, and the ideals of poetic intensity, lyricism and 

subtleness, especially that of ci.  

In order to see the different ways Jiang relates to the Taiping Rebellion in 

poetry, I will discuss his work from three aspects: its narration of historical 

events; its criticism directed at the war and the bureaucracy; and its vision of, 

and the poet’s feelings towards, war-torn cities. This classification is only for the 

convenience of discussion and it does not entail that the three ways of 

expression are exclusive of one another. On the contrary, the three perspectives 

overlap with one another. In one poem, there can be the narration of events, 

discussions of the political regime, and the expressions of the poet’s feelings 

through his imaginations of the ravaged cities. The aim of analyzing these three 

perspectives individually is to emphasize their differences in expressions. 

 

 

2. Narration of Historical Events 
 

As mentioned above, the tradition of recording history in the form of poetry 

aroused heated discussions among critics. Nevertheless, the idea of adding 

elements of historical events to poetry, whether it be narrating events or offering 

the author’s commentary, became prevalent during the late Qing. Although it 

was believed that regulated forms of poetry, especially ci, had limited narrative 

capacity, Jiang’s work proved a breakthrough. In this section, I will discuss his 

poetry that centers its narration of the Taiping through depicting events, scenes 

and objects related to it. Jiang did not record them by chance; he intended to be 

a witness of history. Although he might not have at hand essays discussing the 

theory of cishi and jituo (寄托 authorial intention), scholars generally believe 

that poets of his time were somehow under the influence of the School of 

Changzhou.
33

 More importantly, Jiang’s poetry has revealed a strong political 

concern that realized the ideals of Zhou Ji. 

 

(1) The Use of Addends 
 

In many of Jiang’s ci, we find prefaces, annotations, and comments that specify 

the backdrop against which the poem is written. They provide an overall 

framework for the reception and interpretation of the otherwise semantically 

                                                           
33 Jin Wuxiang, “Biography of Jiang Lutan”, in Xu Beizhuan Ji, 80: 599. Huang Yanli 1993, 

pp. 87-103. 
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indeterminate poetic parts of the ci. It differs significantly from the earlier ci 
poems of the late Tang, the Five Dynasties and early Song, which often contain 

only tune titles. Along with the broadening of subject matter and development of 

long songs, Jiang and his contemporaries felt the need to add titles and prefaces 

to specify the context of their work. Su Shi began the trend and Jiang Kui 姜夔 

(approx. 1155-approx. 1235) added titles and wrote prefaces in most of his work. 

Almost all of Jiang Chunlin’s ci poetry written during the Taiping Rebellion 

contains addends. For example, “Tasha Xing” 踏莎行 (Walking on the Sedges) 

contains a note at the beginning of the poetry, “癸丑三月賦” (written in the 3
rd

 

month of 1853). The ci reads: 

  

疊砌苔深，遮窗松密。 

無人小院纖塵隔。 

斜陽雙燕欲歸來，捲簾錯放楊花入。 

 

蝶怨香遲，鶯嫌語澀。 

老紅吹盡春無力。 

東風一夜轉平蕪，可憐愁滿江南北。34
 

 

Moss has overgrown the steps; the bush of pine trees hides the windows. 

A small courtyard is lonesome without a dust. 

In the twilight, a pair of swallows wants to return.  

Rolling up the curtain, but instead, willow catkins fly in. 

 

Butterflies resent the belated fragrance, and orioles sob. 

All the withered red is blown away and spring wanes. 

The east wind is changed, in one night’s time, and (the place) turns into a wasteland. 

Sorrow is all over the southern and northern banks of the River.  

 

The lyrics themselves hardly evoke associations beyond the imagery of late 

spring. Neither is the subject matter nor the distressing mood of this poem 

drastically different from a ci poem of the “Huajian Ji” 花間集 (Among the 

Flowers: A Collection).
35

 The poet, however, framed the interpretation of the 

poem by adding the date, 3
rd

 month of 1853, at the beginning. This annotation is 

not merely a supplementary piece of information; its structural value lies in its 

referential function. It fixes the poem to a specific moment and event in history. 

The date reminds readers immediately of the fall of Jinling just a few weeks 

before the writing of the poem. In mid-2
nd

 month of 1853, Taiping troops had 

defeated the imperial army and occupied Jinling. The battle was devastating and 

the casualties heavy.
36

 

                                                           
34 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 36. 
35 For a translation of Huajian Ji, see Fusek 1982.  
36 For a detailed record of Taiping’s seizure of Jinling, see Guo Tingyi 1946, pp. 131-208. 
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The first stanza describes a quiet and serene scene, which is eventually 

disrupted by the intrusive willow catkins. Willow catkins, which normally 

appear at the end of spring, symbolize parting and sorrow.
37

 At the end of the 

second stanza, the east wind has turned and in just a night’s time, both sides of 

the Yangtze River have become untamed land. The imagery of the sudden 

change of weather and the weed-filled moorland suggests the destruction of 

cultivated land by brute forces. Indeed, the imperial army was shocked by the 

speed of the Taipings when they travelled downstream from Wuchang 武昌 and 

seized Jinling in just two months. The image of wu 蕪 (weeds) which appears 

repeatedly in Jiang’s work
38

 alludes to Bao Zhao’s 鮑照 (405-466) lament for 

the ruined Yangzhou city in “Wucheng Fu” 蕪城賦 (A Rhapsody of the 

Weed-covered City). The grief that plagues the Yangtze River in the poem 

might be referring to the capture of Yangzhou, which swiftly followed the fall of 

Jinling. 

The fall of Jinling is a critical event in the history of the Taiping Rebellion. 

Jiang, however, has chosen not to record the event directly, and instead he uses 

the traditional theme of passing spring to imply a change in the political 

dynamics. The reluctance of the poet to address the fall of Jinling directly 

betrays his sense of helplessness and grief. The agonizing pain felt by the poet 

seems to have paralyzed his ability to translate the fall of Jinling into words. 

 On the literal level, the poem bemoans the passing of spring. The date in the 

note, however, indicates that it refers to a specific moment in Jiang’s life, the 

spring of 1853. The poet’s lament for spring, expressed without a context in the 

poem, is framed by the date. Thus, the addend has determined how readers 

should receive it, making this allusive poem circumstantial.  

Prefaces provide information which help to build up the context of the poems. 

The preface to “Yangzhou Man” 揚州慢 (The Song of Yangzhou), for example, 

records the recovery of Yangzhou on the 27
th
 of the 11

th
 month of 1853.

39
 This 

                                                           
37 Liu Yonggang points out that the two swallows may refer to the two Qing generals, Xiang 

Rong 向容 and Zhang Guoliang 張國梁, who were chasing the Taiping army. The willow 

catkins (楊花), he thinks, are referring to the Taiping prince, Yang Xiuqing 楊秀清. See 

Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 36. Although the poem is undoubtedly referring to the fall of 

Jinling, I disagree interpreting the images of swallow and willow blossoms as some particular 

Qing generals. The return of swallows and willow blossoms are common symbols that stand 

for the end of spring. It would be a stretch to suggest which historical figures that these 

symbols are pointing at.    
38 Apart from using wu directly (in “Qiliang Fan” 淒涼犯, “Jinlü Qu” 金縷曲, “Yangzhou 

Man” 揚州慢, “Qing Chungong” 慶春宮; see Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 65, 69, 185, 

208), the poet also used dictions of similar meanings, such as huangzhou 荒洲 (desolate 

sandbank in “Taicheng Lu” 臺城路, Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 108), weitan 危灘 (a 

dangerous beach in “Qiliang Fan” 淒涼犯, Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 65), huangtan 荒

灘 (a desolate beach in “Qing Chungong” 慶春宮, Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 208), 孤城 

(a lonely city in “Xi Qiuhua” 惜秋華, Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 177).  
39 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 50. 
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time, Jiang had no difficulty giving precise information on the date and details 

of the event as its subject matter was the victory of the imperial army. 

Nevertheless, the poet’s scorn for the imperial army is evident. Qi Shan 琦善 

(1786-1854), the Qing general, could re-enter Yangzhou on 27
th
 day of the 11

th
 

month owing to the Taipings’ removal of their troops from the city, which they 

had actually never intended to occupy for an extended period of time. Jiang was 

aware that the recovery of Yangzhou was a result of Taipings’ strategic retreat 

rather than the strength of the imperial army. He wrote: 

 

[癸丑十一月二十七日] 賊趨京口，報官軍收揚州。 

 

The rebels quickly move to Jingkou 京口, and it has been reported that the imperial 

army regained Yangzhou.
40

  

 

In the poem, he satirizes the inability of the Qing generals and expresses his 

intense sadness. I will further discuss the satirical and lyrical qualities of this 

poem in sections 4 and 5. Here, I only want to show that prefaces and 

annotations are strategies the poet adopted to specify the context and determine 

how we should interpret the otherwise ambiguous references in the poem. 

Apart from the above examples, ci poems that bear the date of composition 

include “Yu Meiren” (虞美人) written on the 3
rd

 night (初三夜) of 1854, 

“Ganzhou” 甘州 on the first day of 1854 (甲寅元日), “Mulanhua Man” 木蘭

花慢 in the 4
th
 month 1854 (甲寅四月), “Jinlü Qu” 金縷曲 in early spring of 

1855 (乙卯初春), to name but a few.
41

 In Jiang’s collection, most ci poetry 

written between 1853 and 1855 contain titles or prefaces that hint to the Taiping 

Rebellion, some even mention the war directly. These paratexts are effective in 

providing the circumstantial framework for interpreting these works.
42

 

 

(2) Fu 賦 (direct presentation/narration) of Events  
 

Besides using addends to relate contemporary events to highly allusive poetry, 

Jiang also experimented with the use of fu 賦 (direct presentation/narration) in 

ci. These works mainly come from anecdotes that Jiang either heard from others 

or learnt from letters or paintings. They did not come from the poet’s own direct 

experience. In terms of style, these works are narrative in nature, relating 

specific events, personages and filled with dramatic tension.   

Throughout the Taiping Rebellion, Jiang lived in Dongtai and Taizhou. 

Although he had not encountered the Taipings directly, he heard many accounts 

of the occupation of cities from friends and acquaintances. He turned these vivid 

                                                           
40 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 50. 
41 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 53, 55, 42, 69.  
42 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, index page, pp. 3-7. 
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oral accounts into poetry. “Taicheng Lu” 臺城路 (The Road to the Terrace 

City), a ci poem written in 1854, is exemplary of these works.  

The choice of tune points to Jinling. Taicheng was a palace built in the 

Eastern Jin 東晉, an edifice that had witnessed the history of the Southern 

dynasties. The preface tells the origin of the story. It had been inspired from an 

oral account by Jin Lisheng 金麗生, a friend of Jiang, who had been captured in 

Jinling. Little is known about Jin Lisheng, but other sources suggest that Jin, 

along with a few graduates (xiucai 秀才), had attempted to help the imperial 

army regain Jinling. Their plan ultimately failed.
43

 Most of them were executed 

by the Taipings, but Jin was fortunate enough to slip away. After traversing in 

the Taipings’ dominion, he finally met up with Jiang in Dongtai in 1854. Jiang 

was moved by his story and wrote a poem based on it. The poem reads: 

 

驚飛燕子魂無定，荒洲墜如殘葉。 

樹影疑人，鴞聲幻鬼，欹側春冰途滑。 

頹雲萬疊。又雨擊寒沙，亂鳴金鐵。 

似引宵程，隔溪燐火乍明滅。 

 

江間奔浪怒湧，斷笳時隱隱，相和嗚咽。 

野渡舟危，空村草濕，一飯蘆中淒絕。 

孤城霧結。 

剩羂網離鴻，怨啼昏月。 

險夢愁題，杜鵑枝上血。44
    

 

The startled swallow flew, its soul frightened.  

Fell on a desolate sandbank, like a withered leaf.  

Shadows of trees looked like people, and cries of owls turned into those of ghosts. 

The frozen tortuous path was steep and slippery. 

Clouds gathered a myriad layers,  

Once again, the rain hit the cold sand beach, like the striking of war drums. 

Showing the way was the phosphorus light, glittering from the other side of a stream.  

 

Tide surged forth and wave heaved,  

Bugles cry intermittently.   

A boat at a remote moor.   

Wet is the weed in an abandoned village, 

Heartbroken, hiding in the bush of reed with a bowl of rice. 

A lonely city entangled by mist. 

The only goose who escaped from the net melancholy cried at the dusky moon. 

A dangerous dream, I wrote with grief.  

The cuckoo splits blood on the branches. 

 

                                                           
43 See Wang Tao, “Preface”, in Jinling Guijia Jishilüe, p. 1; also Pingding Yuefei Jilüe, p. 

268. 
44 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 108. 
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The poem vividly depicts the hardships of Jin Lisheng and the tense atmosphere 

in the Taiping dominion. The image of the swallow is two-fold. First, startled 

and distressed by the war, the swallow, representing Jin, experiences a narrow 

escape. The swallow is furthermore linked to the ruined Jinling: in Liu Yuxi’s 

劉禹錫  (772-842) famous poem sequence “Jinling Huaigu” 金陵懷古 

(Meditations of the Past of Jinling), swallows are witnesses to the rise and fall of 

the city.
45

 This allusion reminds readers of the fallen Jinling.  

“Taicheng Lu” is full of ghostly, war-related images and allusions. The 

reference to shadows of trees alludes to the Battle of Feishui 淝水 during 

which the Eastern Jin 晉 Prince of Kuaiji 會稽王 conducted rituals to honor the 

god of Mount Zhong 鍾山 in Jinling. When Fu Jian 苻堅 (338-385), the 

Emperor of the Former Qin 前秦, arrived at Shouchun 壽春 and looked north 

to Jinling, he felt that “every bush and tree looked like an enemy”. Soon after, 

Fu was defeated.
46

 By alluding to this story, the poet evokes the imagery of war 

and defeat. Cries of fierce owls, a reference to the ‘owls’ (鴟鴞) of the Book of 

Songs, create a sinister mood.
47

 The freezing cold, the slippery paths, the rainy 

weather all symbolize that the road of flight is full of obstacles. Adding to the 

refugee’s misery, the only light that shows the way comes from the bones of 

dead people (phosphorus light).  

In the second stanza, the refugee has trudged his way out from Jinling and 

hid in a remote village on the other side of the Yangtze River. Yifan luzhong 一

飯蘆中 (with a bowl of rice) refers to having a meal in a bush of reeds. This 

alludes to the story of Wu Zixu 伍子胥 (?-484 BC), whose family were 

executed by the King of Chu 楚. Chased after by Chu soldiers, Wu hid in a bush 

of reeds where he was given a meal by a passing villager.
48

 By referring to 

Wu’s flight, the poet implies both the danger and luck of the refugee. The 

refugee who manages to escape the fallen Jinling sees only a misty and gloomy 

city.  

The adventure is told from the refugee’s perspective, enabling the readers to 

immerse themselves in the experience. While Jiang did not have direct access to 

the experience, he filled in the gaps according to his own empathy and 

imagination. The ordeal narrated is rich in sense impressions and delicate 

feelings. The movement of shadows, the cries of owls, the rain that sounds like 

the beating of war drums, the slippery paths, the chilling wind, the heaving wave, 

and the feeling of hunger all contribute to making the reading experience more 

realistic. While the journey is described in a sensuously realistic way, the poem 

                                                           
45 Liu Binke Wenji, 24: 193-194. For a detailed discussion of Liu’s poems of Jinling, see 

Owen 1990, pp. 431-436. 
46 Jin Shu, 114: 2918.  
47 Yu Guanying 1979, pp. 97-98. The poem criticizes the violent acts of owls. The narrator is 

a bird who felt furious about the owls destroying her nest.    
48 Wu Yue Chunqiu, 3: 20. 
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ends with dream and legend. Xianmeng 險夢 (a dangerous dream) suggests that 

Jin’s flight is like a nightmare, introducing a sense of uncertainty. The cuckoo is 

thought to be metamorphosed from the soul of the legendary Emperor Du Yu 

杜宇 of Shu 蜀.
49

 The cuckooing sounds are so depressing that people imagine 

the bird must have shed blood when it cries. The bloodshed powerfully 

symbolizes the poet’s deep sorrow. It is also believed that the cuckooing is 

enticing travelers to “go back home” (不如歸去), from which the poet expressed 

a hopeless wish. By blurring the line between the real and the surreal, the poet 

has betrayed a feeling of helplessness. He is bereluctant to believe that Jinling 

has fallen, but there is no denying he was inspired by Jin Lisheng’s recollection 

of his ordeal. 

This poem is remarkable in several ways. First, the subject matter is 

drastically different from conventional ci, which tends to focus on the sorrows 

of singing girls. Traditionally, narratives of thrilling adventures were abundant 

in shi poetry, but such elements were uncommon in ci. This is because ci poetry 

was thought to have more limitations in its length and metric requirements than 

shi. Jiang’s work, however, is exceptional for its “narrative quality”.  

In the above poem we clearly see the presence of a story, and a story-teller 

(who appears at the end). In contrast to the lyrical traditional of ci poetry in 

which the poet does not seek to present a story but a feeling of the moment, this 

poem is intended to narrate a story focused on a world of concrete actions. This 

is, however, not to say that Jiang’s poetry is merely objective descriptions of 

things or events. Whereas this work is a direct presentation of a story, the poet’s 

imagination and feeling of the whole ordeal remain at the core.   

The refugees’ account of their experiences are an important source for 

Jiang’s ci poetry on the Taiping Rebellion. He was keen to write about common 

people affected by the war. For example, “Yu Meiren” 虞美人 (Beauty Yu) is 

about a courtesan who has escaped from Jinling and fled to Dongtai. “Ganzhou” 

甘州 was written for a friend who lost his lover during the battle of Jinling. 

“Qing Chungong” 慶春宮 (Celebrating Spring in the Palace) commemorates a 

friend’s wife who died when the Taipings occupied Hangzhou 杭州 in 1861.
50

 

In these works, not only did Jiang express his sorrow, but he was also concerned 

with recording the experiences of these commoners which would otherwise have 

been forgotten by history. In this respect, these ci poems function as historical 

records. 

As narrative poems intend to present their subject matter in a factual and 

realistic manner, a salient characteristic of these works is the use of war related 

imagery, such as soldiers, weapons and the dead. Below are a few examples.  

 

                                                           
49 Han Tang Dili Shuchao, p. 148. 
50 “Yu Meiren” 虞美人 (風前忽墮驚飛燕), “Ganzhou” 甘州 (悔年時刻意學春), “Qing 

Chungong” 慶春宮 (慘月啼鵑), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 62, 80, 208. 
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樹影疑人 (shadows of trees look like people),
51

 軍聲草木 (swishing grass 

and trees sound like an army)
52

  

 

燐火 (phosphorus fire),
53

 燐碧 (bluish green colored phosphorus),
54

 鬼火 

(ghost fire),
55

 秋燐 (autumn phosphorus)
56

 

 

烽火 (beacon fire),
57

 烽火連江 (beacon fire all over the River),
58

 江烽照

晚 (beacon fire lights up the River at night)
59

 

斷笳 (bugles cries intermittently),
60

 笳聲 (sound of the bugles),
61

 哀笳亂

咽 (wailing of the bugles),
62

 哀角 (wailing horn)
63

 

 

笳鼓 (bugles and drums),
64

 戰鼓聲 (sound of the war drums),
65

 戍鼓 (war 

drums),
66

 戍鼓哀哀 (weird sound of war drums)
67

 

 

鐵甲 (armour), 枕戈 (pillowing my head on the halberds, implies one is 

ready for war),
68

 兵戈 (weapons, also means war)
69

 

 

When compared to the traditional wanyue 婉約 ci poetry, these imageries would 

be considered unconventional. It is not only due to a change in the theme of the 

work, but also the way of expression. When compared to the above mentioned 

“Tasha Xing”, in which the poet wrote about the passing of spring as an allegory 

                                                           
51 “Taicheng Lu”, see an analysis of the poem in pp. 15-16. 
52 “Jitian Le” 齊天樂 (天涯只恨溪山少), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 60. 
53 “Taicheng Lu”, in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 108. 
54 “Jinlü Qu” 金縷曲 (雪淨梅根土), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 69. 
55 “Yangzhou Man” 揚州慢 (野幕巢烏), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 50. 
56 “Qing Chungong” 慶春宮 (慘月啼鵑), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 208. 
57 “Yi Jiuyou” 憶舊遊 (看胸羅寶宿), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 233. 
58 “Yi E Hong”一萼紅 (短牆陰), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 46. 
59 “Shui Long Yin” 水龍吟 (一年似夢光陰), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 53. 
60 “Taicheng Lu”, in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 108.  
61  “Yangzhou Man” 揚州慢  (野幕巢烏), “Ganzhou” 甘州  (又東風喚醒一分春), in 

Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 50, 55.  
62 “Qiliang Fan” 淒涼犯 (平蕪黯淡), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 65.  
63 “Tangdou Ling” 唐多令 (楓老樹流丹), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 100.  
64 “Yi E Hong” 一萼紅 (短牆陰), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 46.  
65 “Shui Long Yin” 水龍吟 (一年似夢光陰), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 53. 
66 “Qitian Le” 齊天樂 (天涯只恨溪山少), “Jinlü Qu” 金縷曲 (雪淨梅根土), in Shuiyun 

Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 60, 69.  
67 “Mulanhua Man” 木蘭花慢 (破驚濤一葉), “Manting Fang” 滿庭芳 (黃葉人家), “Jue 

Zhao” 角招 (暮寒際), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 42, 37, 76.  
68 “Qiliang Fan” 淒涼犯 (平蕪黯淡), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 65.  
69 “Yu Meiren” 虞美人 (風前忽墮驚飛燕), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 62.  
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of the fallen Jinling, these narrative poems directly depict war scenes and 

sufferings of the refugees. Readers would not need any authorial annotations or 

addends to grasp the meaning of the work. 

 

(3) Depicting Objects of War 
 

Apart from narrating events and recording people, there is a sequence of ci poem 

worth mentioning––Jun Zhong Jiuqiu Ci 軍中九秋詞 (Ci poetry: Barracks in 

Autumn). This is a group of nine ci poems on objects (yongwu 詠物), which is 

peculiar in a few ways. 

First and the most obvious of all, Jiang chose unconventional objects that 

seldom appear in ci poetry as his subjects. Jun Zhong Jiuqiu Ci consists of nine 

objects, namely the soldiers’ autumn uniforms, the war-horses, the battlement 

walls, the stoves, arrows, flags, the generals, the parapets and the horns, all of 

which belong to military supplies.  

In these poems, the poet draws a picture of life in the barrack; thus, his 

lyrical self is not at the center of the work.
70

 The object is the unifying force and 

tells its own story. In the poem of the autumn uniforms, the poet writes about the 

object from several perspectives: the wives of the soldiers (who beat the cotton, 

make the uniform and send them to their husbands), the soldiers in the barracks 

(who get the uniforms for the cold autumn), and the image of well-dressed 

soldiers who have defeated the rebels and returned to the capital. Apart from 

describing the feelings and reactions of different people towards the autumn 

uniforms, the poem also narrates how the uniforms are made, sent and given to 

the soldiers at the front lines. Satisfied with the new uniforms, the soldiers 

imagine how at the end of the war they shall be returning to the capital, be 

dressed up and be received highly by the emperor.
71

   

Yongwu literally means chanting (a poem) of an object. It is expected that the 

poet will focus on describing the appearance of the object. In this group poem, 

however, Jiang only uses the object to develop his story. Actual descriptions of 

the object are kept to a minimum. In the poem of the stove (秋竈), the 

appearance of the stove is hardly mentioned. Instead, the poet’s focus is on the 

soldier’s meals (when, where, how good they are) and how difficult it is for 

them to obtain enough food. The second stanza turns to look at the situation of 

the generals. Rather than falling into the cliché of describing the unequal food 

distribution between soldiers and generals, Jiang uses food-related allusions to 

predict the victory of the imperial army. The relevant lines read: 

 

訝才增頓減，奇計千變。 

                                                           
70 In the yongwu tradition, apart from descriptions of the object, the poem is still supposed to 

be dominated by lyrical self. A typical example is Su Shi’s “Water-Dragon Song” on the 

willow catkin. For an analysis of this work, see Liu 1974, pp. 148-152. 
71 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 218-219. 
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朝食姑停，看封狼先剪。 

霜華又滿。費籌筆、夜深傳膳。 

策笑量沙，功歸曲突，雲臺秋宴。72
 

 

(The enemy is) Astonished by the ever-changing numbers of (stoves),  

The ever-changing, extraordinary strategies. 

Let’s defer the breakfast to see a victory, and pray at the Mount of Langjuxu. 

The frost comes again. 

Working hard at the Consultation (Choubi) Station, food is called to be served at late 

night. 

Laughing happily at the strategy of counting the sandbags,  

Credit is given to the precautionary measures implemented,
73

 

A banquet at the Cloud Terrace. 

 

The allusions are meticulously chosen such that they are all related to both food 

and war. The changing number of stoves refers to the story of Sun Bin 孫臏 

(4
th
 century BC) who reduced the number of stoves in order to trick his enemy 

into believing that his soldiers were running away.
74

 The deferral of breakfast 

refers to a story in the Zuo Zhuan 左傳 (Zuo’s Commentary of the Spring and 

Autumn Annals) in which the Marquis of Qi 齊 hubristically believes that he 

can beat the enemy in the blink of the eye, but eventually is himself defeated.
75

 

While Jiang alludes to the story, he replaces the bleak ending with the victory of 

Huo Guang 霍光 (?-68 BC) in the second half of the line.
76

 Choubi 籌筆, 

which literally means consultation, is also the name of a station in Sichuan in 

which Zhuge Liang 諸葛亮 (181-234) had once stayed.
77

 The poet uses the 

allusion to praise the diligent generals who work until late night. Liangsha 量沙 

alludes to a strategy used by Tan Daoji 檀道濟 (?-436) when his troop ran out 

of food supplies. He spread the remaining rice onto the sandbags, pretending to 

have abundant amount of food, in order to confuse the enemy.
78

 The last line is 

a forecast of victory, depicting the generals celebrating at a banquet in the palace. 

The poet remarkably uses a handful of food-related images to describe what the 

generals have been doing in the barrack, and prophesizes the victory at the end. 

The topic of the poem is not limited to the stove; instead, the poet has stretched 

his imagination to write stories in generals and soldiers. In a similar way, the 

nine poems tell different stories of the barrack, and together they form a 

complete picture of the army in Taizhou.  

                                                           
72 Ibid., pp. 222-224. 
73 Qutu 曲突 means bending the chimney and removing the fuel in order to prevent a fire.  
74 Shiji, 65: 2164. 
75 Chunqiu Zuozhuan Gu, 11: 438-439. 
76 Shiji, 110: 2911. 
77 Fangyu Shenglan, 66: 1158. 
78 Zizhi Tongjian, 122: 3830.  
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This poem sequence is also significant when considering its distinctiveness 

when compared to other styles of yongwu since the high Qing period. Yongwu, 

characterized by its figurative language and the numerous allusions to folk tales 

related to the object concerned in the poem, often displays the poet’s rhetorical 

flair. Despite its popularity, it was criticized by late Qing critics for its emptiness 

in content. Instead of being a genuine reflection of what the poet had 

experienced, ci of objects seemed to be a mere display of the poet’s erudite 

knowledge of allusions.
79

 By contrast, the source of Jiang’s poem sequence 

could often be traced to the events or their anecdotal accounts the historical poet 

has encountered. 

“Barracks in Autumn” can be regarded as a direct response to the situation of 

the imperial army in 1863. A record from Jiang’s close friend, Du Wenlan 杜文

瀾 (1815-1881) suggests that the poems were written during gatherings with his 

fellow poets in Taizhou. The gathering of 1863 was initiated by Jin Anqing 金

安清 (1817-1880? courtesy name Meisheng 眉生), the salt commissioner of 

Taizhou. Earlier that year, the imperial army and navy at Yangzhou fell short of 

military supplies, and Jin was responsible for fund raising and gathering military 

supplies in Taizhou.
80

 The task was finished by autumn, and therefore he had 

some spare time and money to organize poetry gatherings.
81

 The success of 

Jin’s mission also explains the optimism revealed in Jiang’s poems. 

  

(4) Further Considerations of Genre 
 

Considering the narrative characteristics of poetry, Jiang uses ci poetry to 

represent his observations on the Taiping Rebellion. By adding addends of dates 

and annotations of events to poems written in traditional imagery, Jiang has 

successfully provided the work with a circumstantial frame that ties it to a 

specific historical moment, without compromising the allusive and indefinite 

feature of ci poetry. He has also experimented with the use of direct narration (fu) 

in his sequence of ci poems that employ unconventional imageries. Although 

some may be “too direct” according to Zhou Ji, they fulfill Zhou’s ideal of ci 

                                                           
79 Qiu Shiyou 2002, p. 252. 
80 Jiang also wrote about the military and economic value of Taizhou in his poetry, which 

will be discussed in Section 4. 
81 Modern scholars generally call this group of poets as ‘Huaihai Poets’ (淮海詞人). Yan 

Dichang 2002, p. 763. Among them, Jiang Chunlin and Du Wenlan are the leading figures. 

Whereas Du was famous in networking the poets around the River Huai area, Jiang was 

famous for his skills of writing ci poems. For a discussion of the group, see Chen Shuiyun 

2007, pp. 824-826. For a discussion of Du Wenlan and his network of poets, see Zhang 

Yuanlin 2014, especially pp. 32-59. The gathering in 1863 was initiated by Jin Anching and 

participated by another nine poets, including Du Wenlan and Jiang Chunlin. See Du Wenlan’s 

record in Qiyuan Cihua 憩園詞話. Qiyuan Cihua, 3: 2904-2905. Most of the works written 

during this gathering have not survived, we can only see eleven poems and nine of them were 

written by Jiang. 
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serving as historical accounts, and adds to posterity’s understanding of a 

particular historical period. He has also demonstrated the use of yongwu (poems 

of objects) to describe the war-related subjects which is a distinctive way of 

writing this kind of poems. All of this can be viewed as Jiang’s innovation in 

using ci, a genre that is generally believed to be unsuitable for narration, to 

reflect current events.  

Contrasting to these narrative ci poems, Jiang’s shi poetry seems to be scanty 

in the above analysis. One might feel disappointed when reading Jiang’s extant 

shi poetry as Jiang seldom narrates the war in an elaborated manner. We can 

imagine multiple reasons for this. As most of Jiang’s shi poems were burnt, it 

remains a theoretical possibility that he might have discussed the war in more 

detail in those lost poems. His earliest extant poems on the Taiping Rebellion 

are Dongtai Zashi 東臺雜詩 (Miscellaneous Poems of Dongtai), written in 

1857, after his resignation from the salt administration. As Dongtai was 

relatively safe, many poems center on Jiang’s quiet life. This may partly explain 

the lack of war scenes. Instead of directly narrating the terrifying war scenes or 

stories, Jiang used shi poetry for critical reflections on the poor conditions of 

refugees and local people and the insensible strategies of the Qing army. The 

narration of events is not the core of his shi poems. Adding to that, his very 

choice of the poetic form of shi instead of yuefu poetry might reflect the 

distinctiveness of the nature of the subject matter in his shi poetry. Unlike yuefu 

poetry, shi is determinate in length, and therefore might not be the most suitable 

genre for narrating complicated events and recording personages.
82

 Jiang’s 

extant work reveals his devotion to old-style verse and regulated verse, instead 

of yuefu. I will further discuss the significance of these works in section 4. 

 

 

3. Jiang’s Criticism in the Context of the Taiping Rebellion 
 

The second aspect of Jiang’s poetry of the Taiping Rebellion is its didactic and 

satiric quality through which the poet expresses strong political and social 

concerns. The concept of shi 史 , as mentioned above, is not only about 

composing a chronicle of events, but also about passing critical moral and 

political judgment. This tradition can be traced back to the Spring and Autumn 
Annals in which Confucius is thought to have expressed ‘praise’ and ‘blame’ in 

subtle words.
83

 On the other hand, poetry also has a long tradition of ‘praise’ 

and ‘blame’. In the ‘Great Preface to Shijing’ (詩大序), the author argues: 

 

上以風化下，下以風刺上，主文而譎諫。言之者無罪，聞之者足戒。 

 

                                                           
82 For a general discussion of Chinese narrative poems, see Qiu Xieyou 1975.  
83 Zhang Yi 2001, pp. 49-55. 
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The ruler uses the Airs (referring to Guofeng 國風, Airs of the States) to bring 

culture to the subjects, and the subjects use the Airs to admonish the ruler. The 

language should be refined and the remonstration restrained. The one who speaks 

should not be found guilty, while the one who listens should know what to avoid.
84

 

 

This established the tradition of expressing political concerns in poetic writing. 

Later poets, such as Bai Juyi 白居易 (772-846), advocated that poems should 

reveal the ills of the time in order to benefit the world. On the style of poetry, 

Bai advanced the idea that poets should express their fiery emotions through 

unadorned language.
85

 

The didactic and satiric dimension of shishi was long recognized by the Song 

critics. Wen Tianxiang’s 文天祥 (1236-1283) comment can be an example. He 

said: 

 

昔人評杜詩為詩史，蓋其以詠歌之辭寓紀載之實，而抑揚褒貶之意然於其中，

雖謂之史可也。 
 

Critics in the past comment Du’s poetry as shishi because he uses poetry to chronicle 

historical events, but (his poems) also bring out the message of disapproval and 

approval, praise and blame. Therefore it is called history.
86

 

 

His understanding of shishi can be useful in analyzing Jiang Chunlin’s poetry. 

Although little is known about Jiang’s qualifications in military and political 

matter, it is certain that he was deeply troubled by the rebellion and policies 

adopted by the imperial army. His poems are charged with loyalist sentiments 

and critical reflections. Two poem-sequences written during his stay in Dongtai: 

Dongtai Zashi 東臺雜詩 (Miscellaneous Poems of Dongtai) written in 1857 

and consists of sixteen regulated verse, and Za Yong 雜詠 (Miscellaneous 

Poems) that consists of five old-styled poems, are the best examples.  

 

(1) Shi Poetry 

 

For his whole life, Jiang only ever held an official position of the 8
th
 rank, which 

he even lost in 1856.
87

 Thereafter, he moved from Fu’an 富安 to Dongtai 

where he became a recluse, but his mind was ever on current affairs.  

In Dongtai Zashi, lines showing his worries are inserted in between 

descriptions of his leisurely life. For example, in the first poem,
88

 after saying 

                                                           
84 Maoshi Zhengyi, p. 16. 
85 Bai Juyi, “A Letter to Yuan Jiu” 與元九書, in Bai Juyi Ji Jianjiao, 45: 2789-2796. 
86 Wen Tianxiang, “Preface to Centos made of Du Fu’s Lines” 集杜詩序, in Wenshan 

Xiansheng Quanji, Siku Congkan, 64: 330, p. 16.1. 
87 The reason why Jiang left the official position is unclear. Huang predicts that it might be 

related to his arrogant personality. See Huang Yanli 1993, pp. 26-30. 
88 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 242. 
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that he has “mistakenly” become a woodcutter and a fisherman, the traditional 

hermetic figures, he talks about what he truly interested in. “I am excited to 

discuss military strategies, and I am worried when talking about the Book of 

Changes” (色動論兵會，憂來講‘易’初). It reflects his concern about the 

cohesion of society that has been threatened by the rebellion. The Book of 

Changes has reminded him of the ever-changing and unpredictable situation.  

The second poem of the collection adopts a similar structure.
89

 After 

referring to himself as a satisfied recluse, he betrays his sense of 

self-contentment by saying, “in this paradise, I can only sit back and relax. The 

imperial army has not stopped fighting” (樂土聊高枕, 王師未止戈). Obviously, 

he could not feel relaxed when the fighting continued not far away from him. In 

a poem named “A Free-minded Man” (曠士), though the poet describes himself 

as a carefree recluse who reaches the realm of “sitting down and forgetting 

everything” ( 坐 忘 ),
90

 the last two lines undermine his supposed 

self-contentment. Similar expressions of showing his concern for the current 

crisis and his bitterness for not being able to contribute can easily be found his 

poems. 

According to a biography written by a contemporary of Jiang, Jiang had once 

presented his blueprint of military strategy to senior officials, probably in 1861, 

and gained their appreciation. The record reads: 

 

庚、辛之際，兵事方急，徐溝喬勤恪公松年，嘉善金運使安清，先後爭致之，

君抵掌陳當世利弊甚辨，謇侃奮發，不以屬吏自橈，上官亦禮遇之，不為牾也。 

 

From 1860 to 1861, military conflict was intense. Qiao Songnian, posthumous name 

Qinke, from Xugou, and Jin Anqing, salt commissioner, from Jiashan, were eager to 

invite Jiang to become their private advisor. Jiang clapped his hands and presented 

his critical view on current affairs. He was honest and confident (when expressing his 

views), and would not submit himself like other subordinates. The superior also 

treated him with respect, not regarding him as a dissenter.
91

 

 

This vignette, although arguable in its objectivity, suggests that Jiang had some 

ideas on fighting against the rebels and coping with the critical situation faced 

by the imperial army, and that he had great confidence in himself. Unfortunately, 

we do not know whether Jiang’s ideas were ever put into practice. After Xu and 

Jin were both transferred to new posts after 1864, Jiang lived in poverty without 

their support until his death in 1868.  

                                                           
89 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 242-243. 
90 “Sit down and forget everything” refers to a state of ideal described in Zhuangzi 莊子. In 

“the Great and Venerable Teacher”, Yan Hui 顏回 (521BC-481BC) states that “I smash up 

my limbs and body, drive out perception and intellect, cast off form, do away with 

understanding, and make myself identical with the Great Thoroughfare. This is what I mean 

by sitting down and forgetting everything”. Chuang Tzu: Basic Writings, p. 87.  
91 Jin Wuxiang, “Biography of Jiang Lutan”, in Xu Beizhuan Ji, 80: 599. 
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In his shi poetry, Jiang opts for an open and direct castigation against 

inappropriate policies adopted by the Qing Court. In fact, apart from calling the 

Taipings zei 賊 (bandits), Jiang seldom goes into details about the behaviour of 

the Taipings. This may be because he had not encountered them directly. Instead, 

the targets of his criticism were always the imperial officials who were either 

too inexperienced to cope with the situation or who used the Rebellion as a 

political tool. For example, poem 13 of Dongtai Zashi reads:  

 

大有衣裳會， 

俄傳草木兵。 

烽煙危隔縣， 

舟楫聚荒城。 

野哭空皮骨， 

民窮一死生。 

明堂誰獻頌， 

猶喜說時清。92
 

 

In a year of good harvest, the marquises meet together.  

Suddenly, it is reported that bushes and trees have turned into enemies. 

Beacon fires and smoke of the battles even touched at remote prefectures. 

Boats and oars are gathered at desolate cities. 

Cries in the wild, (people are starved to) only skin and bones, 

People are in poverty, living as if they were died. 

Those presenting praise at the Court, 

Still eagerly saying that this is a peaceful world. 

 

The poem denounces the incompetence of the Qing officials who lived a life of 

material comfort, enjoying their banquets, unaware of the rebellion. Their lack 

of preparation resulted in pervasive poverty that affected the people, even those 

of the most remote places, whose living conditions were comparable to death. 

The contrast in the last line is two-folded. First, it criticizes on the injustice 

committed against the people who were enduring the terrible times of war, when 

the officials still praised the “peaceful era” at Court even though the war had 

been a complete disaster. More ironically, there was no change in the officials’ 

attitude. Before the enemy came, they lived a luxurious and idle life; now they 

continued to perform their flattering acts, presenting a false picture of peace and 

prosperity. The poet pointed out not only their incompetence, but also 

denounced their crafty and hypocritical nature.  

In another poem-sequence written for a wine shop owner, Madame Shen 

沈氏, whose business and family had been destroyed in a battle, the poet 

lamented for her misfortune and revealed his political concerns. The second 

poem in the sequence reads: 

 

                                                           
92 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 252-253.  
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玉釵金縷都拋卻 

烽火倉皇道路間 

自是何郎輕國事 

教人愁聽《念家山》93
 

 

Jade hairpins and golden thread clothes, all thrown away, 

Hurriedly escaping from the beacon fire. 

Because of He Yan’s negligence to state affairs, 

People are now listening to the song of “Thinking of Home Hills” in sorrow.  

 

The first two lines are straightforward narration of how Madame Shen has fled 

in a hurry and was forced to abandon her fortune during the war. The last two 

lines put the blame on the officials by comparing them with He Yan 何晏 

(?-249), a nobleman in the Wei 魏 Dynasty who was famous for talking about 

abstract ideas (玄學).
 
His indulgence in abstract studies had led to the fall of the 

Cao family.
94

 The reference to Nianjia Shan in the last line spells out the 

disastrous result of having officials like He Yan. 

Nianjia Shan, also named Nianjia Shan Po 念家山破 (Thinking of the 

Ruined Home Hills), is a tune composed by Li Yu 李煜 (937-978), the last 

emperor of the Southern Tang 南唐. The tune title reveals that the song is about 

the fall of a state. Li Yu, though a gifted literati and musician, failed miserably 

as the emperor and ultimately submitted himself to the Northern Song Dynasty. 

By using jiaoren 教人 (making people to) to link up the two lines, Jiang 

emphasizes a causal relationship between He Yan’s behavior and the fall of the 

state. 

Za Yong, written slightly after the Dongtai Zashi, is devoted to discussion of 

war related issues.
95

 The five poems talk about the war from various 

perspectives, including his observations and criticisms of conscription, 

inequality in the army, incompetent officers, poor military strategies, famine, 

taxation and poverty. When compared to his contemporaries, Jiang was not so 

emotionally wrought up; on the contrary, he was cool-minded in his analysis of 

political and social realities.
96

 Apart from giving “praise and blame”, Jiang also 

focused on reasoning and advice.  

Although the poems discuss the war from different aspects, they share a 

common motif. The poet was concerned with the disruption of farming 

                                                           
93 The poem sequence is titled “Written to Madame Shen’s Wine Shop” 題沈氏酒壚, in 

Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 263.  
94 He was also famous for his interest in taking hallucinatory drugs. He lost in the power 

struggle to Sima Yi 司馬懿 (179-251) and was executed. See Sanguo Zhi Jijie, 3: 964-968. 
95 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 317-322. 
96 The poetry written by the poets who were loyal to the Court are commonly charged with 

intense loyalism and accused the tyranny of the Taipings. They did not hesitate to show their 

indignation and hatred towards the Taipings. For a general discussion of the characteristics of 

these poems, see Yan Dichang 2005, p. 34. 
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operations, the tax burden of the common people and the lack of provisions for 

the army.
97

 The supply of provision was crucial in fighting against the Taiping 

rebels. Having lost its rule of the Jiangnan region, the Qing Court faced critical 

financial problems. To make things worse, it needed large amount of money in 

order to strike back. In fact, the imperial army fighting against the Taipings was 

largely supported by the local gentry instead of the central government. This 

meant that a large burden was placed on the people of the Jiangnan regions.
98

 

This was worsened by the disruption of agricultural activities due to the war and 

resulting local conscription. 

The first poem reflects the urgent need to replenish the army to cope with the 

war. Men were impressed to into service, and gunboats were gathered. Serving 

in the army not only risked one’s life, as the poet describes in the second 

poem,
99

 but the salary was also meager (寧辭從軍久，縣官多祿米).  

The third poem tells the story of a young farmer.
100

 Before the war, the 

farmer has land and a big house, and his widowed mother makes money from 

sewing (先人有田廬，寡母知紡績). Burdened by the heavy taxes imposed by 

the war (兵符促星火，徵糧先下邑), he has to sell his house and uses up all his 

savings. When his ox dies, he can no longer grow crops as usual (前年賣大屋，

去年傾宿積。今年耕牛死, 有田種無力). With the rebels coming again, the 

poet predicts that the farmer cannot pay any newly added tax, and the only thing 

he can do is to hope for an end to the war.  

In one poem addressed to a tax collector friend, he further reveals the 

unbearable burden being put on people. The first half of the poem reads:  

 

異縣民推魯， 

窮荒賊棄捐。 

不聞卑濕地， 

猶有羨餘錢。101
 

 

In a village far from my hometown, the people are stupid.  

It is so poor and remote that even robbers would not come.  

Even an unknown low-lying wetland like this,  

Is still paying additional tax.  

 

He sighed at people’s hardship, which is evidenced by the heavy tax burden 

imposed on those living in the remotest and poorest village. In the second half of 

                                                           
97 Li Hongzhang Quanji, p. 186. 
98 For a discussion of how the Taiping Rebellion had triggered off an economic crisis for the 

Court, see Shi Zhihong and Xu Yi 2008, pp. 56-150, especially pp. 56-69.  
99 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 317-318. 
100 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 320. 
101 Xianyu qian 羨餘錢 is a specific term meaning additional tax apart from regular taxation. 

The 2nd poem from the poem-sequence “崇鶴山自袁浦來索餉” (Chong Heshan comes from 

Yuanpu to collect food supplies). See Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 274.  
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the poem, he continues to describe the poverty of the locals and hopes that his 

friend will be kind and fair when carrying out his duty.
102

  

Concerning the problem of heavy taxes, direct references can be found in the 

official history that recorded the imposition of tax in war-torn areas.
103

 Modern 

scholars considered this imposition of tax as hindrance on the recovery of 

Jiangnan areas.
104

 Farming was further interrupted by a relaxed policy of 

“position by donation” (捐官).
105

 In order to raise money, the Court would 

allow rich people to purchase official titles. Therefore, Jiang observed that 

 

衰俗鮮務本，舍田干薄祿。 

 

custom degrades: people abandon farming. They left their farmlands and pursued 

petty profits.
106

  

 

Rich farmers preferred this policy because they predicted that they could earn 

back the money once they got a position in the bureaucracy. If they stayed on 

farm, on the other hand, they might be exploited by tax collectors.  

To further increase the government income, a new kind of commercial tax 

was implemented in Yangzhou from 1853.
107

 All merchandise was subjected to 

pay one percent of its total value. Although it did help to finance the military 

expenditure, it created opportunities for tax collectors to exploit and charge extra 

money from not only merchants, but also the common people.
108

 In Dongtai 
Zashi, the poet depicts the enforcement of such a tax.

109
  

What infuriated the poet, apart from the heavy taxation, were the mediocre 

and deceitful officials who exploited the rebellion for personal gains. The first 

poem of Za Yong depicts officials using the money collected from the people 

only for their own benefit.
110

 They show off their armaments carried by honored 

guard and compete with one another their expensive clothes. They shamelessly 

claim that they use money to prepare for the war, but the poet questions them, 

“will the rebellion be put off by hairpins?” (盜賊賴簪弭). This satirical remark 

                                                           
102 At the end of the poem, after saying how poor the people were, Jiang alluded to “Da Dong” 

in Shijing which criticises the military tax imposed on commoners. He hoped that the locals 

would not need to chant the poem of “Da Dong”. For an explanation of “Da Dong”, see Yu 

Guanying 1979, pp. 232-234 and Shijing Yizhu, pp. 408-413.  
103 Huangchao Dao Xian Tong Guang Zouyi, 37: 4.  
104 Luo Ergang 1991, p. 123. 
105 Qing Shigao, 112: 3237. The Chinese original reads: “咸豐九年，復推廣捐例。時軍興餉

絀，損例繁多，無復限制”. See also Shi Zhihong and Xu Yi 2008, pp. 70-72. 
106 2nd poem of Za Yong, in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 318-320. 
107 Huangchao Jingshiwen Xubian, 56: 1-11 (subject 28). 
108 For a discussion of the implementation of additional merchandise tax, lijin 釐金, see Luo 

Yudong 1936, Shi Zhihong and Xu Yi 2008, pp. 102-124. 
109 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 250. 
110 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 317-318.  
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reveals that the deceitful officials who were only paying lip service had never 

actually contributed to the fighting.
111

 

The fifth poem advises the imperial army to pay attention to the food 

supplies, and emphasized the importance of protecting Taizhou.
112

 Taizhou, 

also called Hailing 海陵, is located east to the city of Yangzhou. It had been a 

supply base ever since the Han Dynasty. Mei Cheng 枚乘 (?-140BC) pointed 

out that the King of Wu 吳 was as rich as the emperor because he controlled the 

access to the Hailing Cang 海陵倉 (Hailing Granary).
113

 Food supplies were 

critical to both the Taipings and the imperial army. When the Tongzhi 同治
Emperor reflected on the Taiping Rebellion, he noticed that their defeats were 

mainly due to a lack of food supplies.
114

 The Taipings, also paid much attention 

to securing enough food supplies and this might have been the main reason why 

they targeted the region of Yangzhou, the richest area in Jiangnan. Although 

Taizhou had not been occupied by the Taipings, it was at constant risk when the 

Taipings harassed areas near Yangzhou and Guazhou 瓜州. Jiang, being a local 

official working in the region, was fully aware of the danger even before he 

moved to Taizhou in 1860. In the fifth poem of the Za Yong, Jiang suggested 

using and protecting the rich resources in Taizhou as there are extensive salt 

fields and fertile farmlands (千里接斥鹵, 被野禾黍繁). It was a perfect place 

to store food supplies to support for protracted warfare. Therefore, it was 

important to guard it with care (饋餉恃倉積，防禦非空論).
115

 

Taizhou was also important because of its geographical location which lay in 

the north of Jiangsu Province, east to Yangzhou 揚州, and near Zhenjiang 鎮江
and Changzhou. It had great logistic value to the salt industry, as it was the 

corridor between the salt fields around Yancheng 鹽城 and Yangzhou. In a 

poem written when he climbed the Taizhou Tower, Jiang accurately describes 

Taizhou as the key location blocking the Taipings and ensuring the imperial 

control of northern Jiangsu (旌旂雜遝連三郡，鎖鑰矜嚴重一州). At the end of 

the poem, he writes: 

 

海陵自古雄爭地。 

 

                                                           
111 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 317. 
112 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 322. 
113 Mei Cheng, “Shangshu Zongjian Wuwang” 上書重諫吳王 (A Second Admonition 

Letter to the King of Wu), see Han Shu, 51: 2362-2364. Jiang used the same diction in 

Dongtai Zashi, “十年勤委積，從古海陵倉” (After ten years of zealous saving, Taizhou 

would be restored to its former position as a granary [as it used to be in ancient times]). 

Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 251-252. 
114 Qing Shigao, 121: 3558. 
115 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 322-323.  
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Hailing is a place fought over by heroes since ancient times.
116

  

 

By referring to its historical name, Jiang implies not only the strategic position 

and rich resources of Taizhou, but also reminds readers a historical parallel––

Liu Bi 劉濞 (216BC-154BC), the King of Wu who rebelled against the central 

government during the reign of Emperor Jing 景帝 (188BC-141BC) of the Han 

Dynasty, but was ultimately defeated. Through the reference to Liu Bi’s 

downfall, Jiang expresses his hopes that the Taipings rebels would meet a 

similar fate.
117

 

Za Yong can be compared to Du Fu’s poems written during the An Shi 

Rebellion. Contemporary critics have indeed compared Jiang’s shi poetry to 

those of Du Fu.
118

 First, the language used by both poets is concise and direct. 

Du Fu’s poems about the An Shi Rebellion have been highly praised for its 

simple and direct style. In these poems, Du Fu succinctly explains his concerns 

over misguided policies and discusses possible solutions. Jiang’s poetry shares 

similar characteristics.  

Secondly, in the process of unveiling the cause of people’s distress, the voice 

of the historical poet is often subdued and measured, thus allowing the subjects 

of the poem to speak for themselves. A typical example is “Bingche Xing” 兵

車行 (A Poem of Weapons and Chariots), in which a dialogue that is initiated 

by an on-looker (presumably the poet) with a soldier who then relates the ordeal 

he has endured during his service in the army.
119

 Similarly, the third poem of 

Jiang’s Za Yong presents a dramatic story by using a dialogue between the poet 

and a young farmer.
120

 By developing a persona distinct from the poet, it creates 

a distance between the poet and the subject matter. With the poet himself 

dissociated from the events his subjects narrate, the events are presented more 

objectively, and become more creditable to the readers. The “objective” and 

“credible” qualities are important in the concept of shishi.  

Most of these satirical and didactic poems are written in old and regulated 

styles. As mentioned in Section 3, yuefu was traditionally more preferable for 

narrating complicated historical events when compared to other forms. Jiang, 

however, chose to write in a poem-sequence using the regulated and short old 

style poems. There might be several reasons for this choice.  

                                                           
116 In the poem titled “Climbing up the Taizhou Tower” 登泰州城樓. Shuiyun Lou Shici 

Jianzhu, pp. 289-290. 
117 Shiji, 106: 2832-2833. 
118 Li Zhaozeng 李肇增 has compared Jiang’s Dongtai Zashi to Du Fu’s Qinzhou Zashi in 

his preface to Jiang’s poetry (東淘雜詩不減少陵秦州之作), see “Preface to Water Cloud 

Tower Poetry”, in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 334-335. See also Huang Yanli 1993, pp. 

78-80. Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 24. 
119 Du Shi Xiangzhu, pp. 113-118. For an English translation, see Hung 1952, pp. 64-65.  
120 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 320. For a discussion of this poem, see earlier analysis in 

this section. 
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First, whereas yuefu is suitable for narration, Jiang’s focus is on giving his 

judgement and advice, and the narration of events is written in a concise 

manner.
121

 The poet does not intend to give a detailed account of the events; 

rather he uses the event only as a prompt for the commentaries that follow. In 

this way, yuefu may not be the most appropriate style. 

Secondly, Jiang overcame the shortcomings of using regulated (Dongtai 
Zashi) and short old style (Za Yong) poems by writing in sequences. Regulated 

shi often sacrifices the liberty of form for poetic intensity. Jiang’s works utilizes 

this quality of regulated shi, with each poem focusing on only one aspect of the 

event. Stringing the distinct poems into a sequence connects them and allows the 

poet to offer with a panoramic view of the complexity of the event without 

compromising poetic intensity. 

 

(2) Ci Poetry 
 

Didactic and satiric themes are most prominent in Jiang’s shi poetry, but it also 

appears in ci, though admittedly in a more subtle way. Castigation is expressed 

indirectly by using historical allusions. For example, in “Yangzhou Man”, after 

describing an imagined view of the desolate Yangzhou, the poet starts 

questioning the officials responsible for the tragedy. He uses several allusions to 

bring out the criticism. The relevant lines read: 

 

劫灰到處，便司空見慣都驚。 
 

Looking at the ashes of the disaster everywhere, even an experienced minister would 

be shocked. 

 

問障扇遮塵，圍棋賭墅，可奈蒼生。122
 

 

Ask those who used a long handled fan to keep out the dust, 

and those who played chess to win a villa. How could they save the commoners?  

 

Ashes symbolize the aftermath of the battles fought in Yangzhou. It refers to not 

only the Taiping occupation, but also the damage made when the Qing general 

Qi Shan’s army entered Yangzhou. It was reported that the imperial army set 

everything on fire, and the city was left in ruins.
123

   

Sikong Jianguan 司空見慣 alludes to a poem written by Liu Yuxi. At a 

parting banquet, Liu wrote a poem to Li Shen 李紳 (772-846), expressing his 

sorrow at being relegated. The lines read:  

 

                                                           
121 This is a contrast to the elaborated style he adopted in ci poetry when narrating stories of 

Jin Lisheng. See Section 3. 
122 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 50. 
123 Zhou Cun 1957, pp. 1-10. 
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司空見慣渾無事，斷盡江南刺史腸。 

 

[The parting banquet and the songs of the singing girls] are common to the minister 

(referring to Li Shen), but it saddened me, a minister from the South.
124

 

 

The meaning of this allusion is rich. First, Jiang substantiates the shocking 

damage made to Yangzhou during the war. Secondly, it implies that like Liu 

Yuxi, the poet is in deep sorrow. Thirdly, Liu is famous for writing poems about 

Jinling and this naturally reminds readers about what happened in Jinling.
 
The 

poet substituted the second half of Liu’s line with Jiang Kui’s 姜夔 (approx. 

1155-approx. 1235) “Yangzhou Man”. Whereas in Jiang Kui’s work, he only 

estimates that Du Mu would have been shocked if he revisited Yangzhou (算而

今，重到須驚), Jiang Chunlin wrote it in a “matter of fact” tone.
125

  

Thereafter, he points out the cause of the disaster. Keeping out dust with a 

fan refers to a story in Shishuo Xinyu 世說新語 (A New Account of the Tales of 

the World), in which the two powerful officials of the Eastern Jin, Wang Dao 

王導 (276-339) and Yu Liang 庾亮 (289-340), were in conflict. The poet also 

adds to the original story a ‘long handled’ fan (障扇) which is only carried by 

imperial guards, implying the disunity of the court officials.
126

 Another story in 

Shishuo Xinyu that Jiang alludes to is the story of Xie An 謝安 (320-383), 

                                                           
124 Benshi Shi, p. 13. 
125 Jiang Baishi Ci Biannian Jianjiao, 1: 1. The Chinese original reads: “淮左名都，竹西佳

處，解鞍少駐初程。過春風十里，盡薺麥青青。自胡馬窺江去後，廢池喬木，猶厭言兵。

漸黃昏，清角吹寒，都在空城。杜郎俊賞，算而今、重到須驚。縱豆蔻詞工，青樓夢好，

難賦深情。二十四橋仍在，波心蕩、冷月無聲。念橋邊紅藥，年年知為誰生”. Shuen-fu Lin 

translates: “In this most famed city of the south of the Huai, / At Bamboo-west Pavilion, a 

beautiful place, / I unstrap the saddle for a brief halt at the first stage. / Through ten miles in 

the spring wind. / There is nothing but green shepherd’s purse and wheat. / Since Tartar 

horses left from spying on the Yangtze, / Abandoned ponds and loft trees still detest talk of 

warfare. / Gradually it becomes twilight. / A clear horn blows out of the cold, in the empty 

city. / Tu Mu, the eminent connoisseur. / Were he to return today, could not fail to be 

astonished. / Though his poem on the cardamom was skillful and his dream at blue mansion 

was lovely, / He would find it hard to express these deep feelings. / His twenty-Four Bridges 

still exist, waves stir at midstream the cold moon makes no sound. / I pity the peonies beside 

the bridge, / For whom do they grow year after year?” Lin 1978, pp. 72-73.  
126 In the chapter of “Contempt and Insults” (輕詆), it records that one day, Yu Liang was in 

the city of Shitou 石頭 – the City of Stone, another name of Jinling – and Wang Dao was at 

Ye 冶, a town near to Jinling. Suddenly a strong wind raised the dust. Wang whisked the dust 

away with his fan, and said “Yu Liang’s dust is contaminating me!” The original reads: “庾公

權重，足傾王公。在庾在石頭，王在治城坐。大風揚塵，王以扇拂塵，曰：‘元規塵污

人’”. Shishuo Xinyu, 26: 443. Liu Yonggang interprets this allusion as “teasing the officials 

who thought they were charming as the literatus of the Eastern Jin”. He neglects that the 

message of the story is “contempt and insults”, that the two important figures of the Eastern 

Jin were in conflict, despite facing a common enemy from the north. Shuiyun Lou Shici 

Jianzhu, p. 52. 
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which mocks the incompetent imperial officials who think they could be as calm 

and clever as Xie.
127

 Unfortunately, their relaxed attitude led to disastrous 

consequences for the common people. Jiang’s poem does not only laments at the 

desolate Yangzhou; by using allusions related to Jinling, the poet compares the 

disaster in Yangzhou to the defeat in Jinling, thus implying that the hubris and 

idleness of the imperial officials of his own time directly contribute to the fall of 

Yangzhou. His criticism towards the Qing officials is subtle but critical.  

Calling for able officials is also a common theme in Jiang’s work. While he 

voiced his opinions directly in his shi, he used allusions to bring out his message 

in his ci. For example in the poem “Climbing the Yue Hill on the 9
th
 Day” (九日

登岳阜), he shows his optimism towards the imperial army by saying that “this 

paradise is still free, and is able to support the fighting. Saving the current 

situation depends only on the extraordinary talents” (備敵尚餘全勝地，經時原

仗出群才). The expression of patriotism and eagerness for talented officials to 

step forward is clear and direct.
128

 Similar themes are written in a more subtle 

way in “Mulanhua Man” 木蘭花慢  (The ‘Man’ Tune of Lily Magnolia 

Blossom).
129

 In the second stanza, Jiang writes: 

 

弓掛樹，字《磨崖》。 

甚繞鵲寒枝，聞雞曉色，歲月無涯。 

 

With their bows hung in the trees and calligraphy carved on stones. 

What’s more, magpie encircled cold branches,  

Hearing the cock crowed at dawn.  

Time flies to eternity. 

 

By drawing a historical parallel of the An Shi Rebellion and the resurgence of 

the Tang Dynasty,
130

 Jiang expresses his wishes that the Qing Court would soon 

                                                           
127 Xie was calm when he heard the coming of Fu Jian’s army while other officials were 

either scared or feeling anxious. Xie was playing chess with his nephew Xie Xuan 謝玄
(343-388) and the prize was a villa. It was recorded after winning the game, Xie went for a 

walk and when he returned, he appointed the generals for the war and defeated Fu Jian. Jin 

Shu, 79: 2075. Kenai cangsheng 可奈蒼生 (how could the commoners be saved) comes also 

from the story of Xie An. Gao Song 高崧 made a joke of Xie An when Xie gave up 

reclusion and worked for Huan Wen 桓溫 (312-373), and quoted a comment from others, 

which reads: “If Anshi 安石 (courtesy name of Xie An) does not come out (to work for the 

Court), who can save the commoners?” (安石不出, 可奈蒼生何). “Taunting and Teasing” 

排調, in Shishuo Xinyu, 25: 429. 
128 The line is a direct borrowing of the 5th poem of Du Fu’s “Generals” 諸將, “peace and 

order will depend on just such extraordinary talent” (安危原仗出群才). William Hung’s 

translation, see Hung 1952, p. 232. 
129 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, p. 42. 
130 Moya Bei 磨崖碑 (Moya Stele) refers to a stele in Qiyang 祁陽. Carved on the stele is 

Yuan Jie’s 元結 “Da Tang Zhongxing Song” 大唐中興頌 (Praising the Resurgence of the 
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defeat the Taipings. However, he understands that this needed help from 

talented people. He alludes to Cao Cao’s 曹操 (150-220) poem, in which Cao 

uses the wondering magpies as metaphor for the talents who had not yet found a 

master.
131

 Wenji xiaose 聞雞曉色  (hearing the cock crowed at dawn) is 

rewritten from the phrase, wenji qiwu 聞雞起舞 (start performing the sword 

dance after hearing the crows of the cock), referring to Liu Kun 劉琨 (270-318) 

and Zu Ti 祖逖 (266-321), the two gentlemen who had great aspirations and 

integrity.
132

 The allusion implies that the talents are passionately waiting for a 

chance to realize their dreams. However, by ending the poem with the 

description of a lonesome scene, the poet shows his pessimistic idea that the 

talents might wait in vain.  

 

(3) The Division between Shi and Ci  
 

In casting satire and giving advice, Jiang preferred shi to ci for conveying his 

ideas. Although there are narration of events and personages in shi poems, the 

focus is the poet’s comments, whereas he would adopt an elaborated manner in 

describing a realistic picture of the war in ci poems. A deliberate distinction of 

shi and ci can be seen from Jiang’s choice. 

While Jiang innovatively narrated events and personages in ci poems, the 

genre itself seems to allow little room for critical discussions of views on 

strategies and complex arguments to develop, such that the poet could only 

express his disapproval of the war. In shi, on the other hand, Jiang moved 

smoothly from mentioning events to criticizing policies and offering advice. In 

fact, in the critical tradition of praise and blame, shi is assumed to convey the 

poet’s comments on social events, whereas in ci, where the allusive nature of the 

genre and the use of metaphors are emphasized, it would be difficult for the poet 

to present an argument or to give advice which requires clarity in the expression. 

The phenomenon urges researchers to question the straightforward way Zhou Ji 

has linked shishi and cishi together simply by asserting that “Shi serves as 

history and ci too can serve as history”. In the case of Jiang Chunlin, while his ci 

poetry demonstrates the narrative nature of history writing, it struggles to 

perform as the historian recording and critically evaluating historical events, 

therefore, Jiang opted for shi. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                        
Great Tang), which is about how the Tang imperial force defeated the An Shi rebels. The 

work was written out by the famous calligrapher Yan Zhenqing 顏真卿 and was carved on 

the cliff in Qiyang. For Yuan’s work, see Yuan Cishan Ji, pp. 106-107. Jiang Chunlin alludes 

to the Moya stele to show that he hopes the Qing imperial army will eventually defeat the 

Taipings. 
131 Zhao Futan 1998, pp. 16-17. 
132 Jin Shu, 62: 1694. 
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4. Jiang’s Expressive-affective Poetics through the Visions of 

the War-torn Yangzhou 
 

In Chinese poetics, there are two time-honored traditions: yanzhi 言志 (to 

express one’s intent) and yuanqing 緣情 (to articulate one’s emotions). While 

yanzhi is often associated with emotions connected to either self-cultivation or 

political concern, yuanqing emphasizes the exploration of more personal 

feelings. The term yuanqing first appears in Lu Ji’s 陸機 (261-303) “Wen Fu”

文賦 (Rhapsody on Literature) in which he argues that poetry unrelated to 

politics has a value in itself. During the imperial era, however, the ideal of 

yanzhi took over and exerted relatively more influence on shi poetics. The 

concept of shishi, which emphasized the function of praise and blame, 

developed from the tradition of yanzhi.
133

 

Surveying Jiang’s shi poetry, we find that a portion of it demonstrates the 

yanzhi tradition; the didactic and satiric shi poetry conveyed his critical 

judgement on political and social issues. Zhi can also be understood as a 

combination of one’s aspiration (the social aspect) and emotion (individual 

aspect). For instance, the theme of scholar’s frustration over not being able to 

fulfill his aspiration (xianren shizhi 賢人失志) is common in Chinese poetry. In 

this view, poems which express Jiang’s disappointment over his failure to secure 

an official position can also be seen as poems in the yanzhi tradition. Examples 

of these poems are Yongwu 詠物 (Poems of Flora and Fauna), Zati 雜題 

(Miscellaneous Poems), Wuti 無題  (Untitled) for his poetry of individual 

expressions, of which Huang Yanli has already provided an analysis.
134

  

With reference to the theory of cishi, yanzhi and yuanqing interact in a more 

complex manner. In the tradition of ci poetry, yanzhi is considered unnecessary; 

and ci conveys a poet’s private feelings. Looking at Jiang’s ci poetry written 

during the Taiping Rebellion, his frustration with the war and his sorrow are all 

expressed with embodiment of the national doom. In elaborating the concept of 

cishi, Zhou Ji has highlighted the importance of the unique emotions of the poet 

aroused by specific events. In his opinion, the essence of cishi is the expression 

of the “sincere” feelings that would move the readers. It is the embodiment of 

the poet’s personal feeling (yuanqing) and views of his time (yanzhi) that Zhou 

valued most in the writing of cishi. Therefore, when discussing the lyrical 

                                                           
133 For discussion of yanzhi, see Zhu Ziqing 1964, pp. 29-48, and for yuanqing, see Pei Fei 

1986, especially p. 97. James Liu has also compared and contrasted the two concepts as 

poetry of moral instruction and poetry of self-expression. See Liu 1966, pp. 65-76. Although 

scholars agreed that yanzhi and yuanqing ran parallel in early Confucian writings and 

sometimes it is difficult to distinguish the two concepts, they generally agree that yanzhi is 

linked to one’s view or judgement of the society while yuanqing refers to an expression of 

personal emotions of which may not have didactic function or moral instruction. See Liao 

Weiqing 1997, pp. 1-46, especially pp. 40-44. 
134 Huang Yanli 1993, pp. 242-244, 235-238, 260-262. 
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qualities of Jiang’s ci poetry, one cannot ignore its context. Recent research 

observed that Jiang tended to use words related to sad feelings, such as 哀 

(sadness), 愁 (sorrow), 淚 (tears), and 夢 (dreams) in both his shi and ci 

poetry.
135

 However, one can easily argue that these expressions of emotions 

common in many Chinese poems. With regard to the theory of cishi, Jiang’s 

poetry should be explored within its particular context, the Taiping Rebellion. In 

this section, I will focus on Jiang’s ci poetry, especially his ci about Yangzhou, 

and analyze the relationship between a specific place (and time) and the 

expression of the poet’s egocentricity. 

 

(1) Yangzhou in the Qing Dynasty 
 

The city of Yangzhou has been reconstituted as a prominent and recurring poetic 

image in Jiang’s ci poetry. Scholars have explained his frequent use of 

Yangzhou imagery as the city being a strategic point in the Taiping battles, but 

this section is more concerned with how the image of Yangzhou is formed and 

what the poet tries to express through writing about this particular place.
136

  

Before Jiang, Yangzhou had already been written about for many times, and 

it was impossible for any writer to avoid all the powerful, almost cliché lines 

and images conjured of Yangzhou.
137

 It is, therefore, worth exploring how Jiang 

aligns himself with his predecessors building up their descriptions of Yangzhou, 

while establishing an identity of his own through innovative revision of the 

imagery of Yangzhou.
138

 

Historically known as Guangling 廣陵, Yangzhou’s development can be 

traced back to the period of the Three Kingdoms. It was then known as Jiangdu

江都, a city that was important in the Sui 隋 Dynasty for its salt industry. Salt 

was a franchised product in imperial China, and the development of the salt 

industry was thus a major pillar of the city’s economy, making it one of richest 

places in China. Yangzhou was also strategically important because of its central 

location on the Grand Canal. It sat at the intersection of major waterways and 

therefore developed into a bustling port.  

During the Tang Dynasty, it was regarded as the most prosperous city after 

the capital, Chang’an 長安.
139

 Considering the economic and literary context of 

the time, Tang marked the height of Yangzhou as a strategic location.
140

 It 

                                                           
135 Zhu Huiguo 2002, pp. 65-69. 
136 Huang Yanli 1993, pp. 13-17, 114-132, 361-368.  
137 For a discussion of Yangzhou in literary writing, see “Yangzhou and the Local in Chinese 

Literature: An Introduction”, in Altenburger, Wan and Børdahl 2015, pp. 1-18. 
138 Zhang Yuanlin has also discussed the image of Yangzhou among ‘Huaihai Poets’. See 

Zhang Yuanlin 2014, pp. 60-70. 
139 Zizhi Tongjian, 259: 8430. 
140 For more information of Yangzhou in the Tang Dynasty, see Wei Minghua 2004.  
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continued to grow throughout the centuries and developed into a cosmopolitan 

city in Yuan and Ming times. 

Although it suffered a heavy blow during the Qing conquest, Yangzhou 

quickly recovered and regained its prosperity. In the Qianlong 乾隆 era 

(1735-1796), Yangzhou entered its golden age of which Li Dou 李斗 vividly 

depicted the city in Yangzhou Huafang Lu 揚州畫舫錄 (Pleasure Boats of 

Yangzhou).
141

 Although having past its heyday during the reign of Daoguang 

道光 (1820-1850), Yangzhou was still an important entrepôt of salt.
142

 The salt 

administration headquarters was located in this very city. Although the city was 

not developing as fast as before, it continued to enjoy prosperity until it was 

ravaged by the Taiping Rebellion. 

 

(2) The Ruined Yangzhou in Jiang’s Ci 
 

The first time Jiang Chunlin arrived in Yangzhou was in 1848, when he tried to 

get a position in the salt administration. He stayed there for about a year, waiting 

for the selection. In his writing, Yangzhou was a place of romance and pleasure 

where he fell in love with beautiful courtesans.
143

 Working as a salt official 

(yan li 鹽吏) in 1849 and later a salt commissioner (yan dashi 鹽大使 in 1850) 

of Fu’an, he could occasionally travel to Yangzhou.
144

 

During the Taiping Rebellion, Yangzhou was a strategic point of defense 

where the imperial army built the Northern Camp (江北大營). Nevertheless, the 

city had fallen into the hands of the Taipings for three times. To safeguard the 

northeast of Jiangsu Province, the imperial army burnt the checkpoint at Wanfu 

Qiao 萬福橋 (Fortune Bridge) in order to prevent the Taipings from advancing 

eastward to the salt producing areas.
145

 As the way to Yangzhou was blocked, 

Jiang had to stay in Dongtai even when he learnt that Yangzhou was recovered 

in the 11
th
 month of 1853, and he imagined the city in “Yangzhou Man” with 

sorrow. The poem reads: 

 

野幕巢烏，旗門噪鵲，譙樓吹斷笳聲。 

                                                           
141 For a selection of translation, see Lucie Olivová, “The Golden Age: Depictions of Life in 

Yangzhou in Li Dou’s The Pleasure Boats of Yangzhou (Yangzhou Huafang Lu, 1795)” and 

Winnie Yue Lai Chan, “Building and Gardening Practices in Eighteenth-Century Yangzhou: 

The view from Li Dou’s the Pleasure Boats of Yangzhou (Yangzhou Huafang Lu, 1795)”, in 

Altenburger, Wan and Børdahl 2015, pp. 101-151, 152-172. 
142 Finnane 2004, p. 299.   
143 The preface of “Shou Lou Chun” 壽樓春 (過垂楊春城) writes: “揚州之行，歷春徂秋，

萍梗再移，短夢雲散，作閑情賦” (My travel to Yangzhou lasted from spring to autumn, now 

I am about move again and the short dream is drifting away like clouds. I wrote this rhapsody 

of idle). 
144 Huang Yanli 1993, pp. 13-26.  
145 See Huang’s analysis, Huang Yanli 1993, p. 126. So far, it is the most detailed analysis. 
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過滄桑一霎，又舊日蕪城。 

怕雙雁歸來恨晚，斜陽頹閣，不忍重登。 

但紅橋風雨，梅花開落空營。   

 

劫灰到處，便司空見慣都驚。 

問障扇遮塵，圍棋賭墅，可奈蒼生？ 

月黑流螢何處，西風黯、鬼火星星。 

更傷心南望，隔江無數峰青。146
 

 

Crows nested in the tents in the wild,  

Magpies chirped around the flaps on the gate.  

Intermittently heard is the sound of reed-whistle from the watchtower. 

In a blink, great changes happened: the weed-covered city again.  

A pair of geese returned but it is too late,  

Twilight already shone on the worn down tower, too sad to climb up again.  

Only wind and rain at the Bridge of Rainbow,  

Plum blossoms bloomed and fell in an emptied barrack.  

 

Looking at the ashes of the disaster everywhere,  

Even the minister who has experienced many changes would be shocked.  

Ask those who used a long handled fan to keep out the dust,  

And those who played chess to win a villa,  

How could they save the commoners?  

In a dark night, where are the fireflies?  

Fires of the ghosts sparkled in the west wind.  

Look southward with grief,  

On the other side of the river, myriads of mountain peaks in blue. 

 

The poem describes the dead silence after Yangzhou was ravaged by first the 

Taipings and later, the imperial troops in less than a year. Apart from the crows, 

magpies, twilight and plum blossoms, there is no sign of life. The sparkling 

phosphorous light implies that there have been fierce battles. Cangsang 滄桑, 

which literally means ocean turning into mulberry fields, exemplifies the 

dramatic changes experienced by Yangzhou by comparing its scenes before and 

after the battles. By adding “in a blink”, the poet substantiates the feeling of 

transience. Whereas everything is ever-changing, the city was only repeating its 

history. The use of you 又 (again) and jiu 舊 (old) suggests that the fall of the 

city is predestined. By juxtaposing the transience of time and the notion of 

predestination, the poet evoked a sense of helplessness. Jiang imagined the 

prosperous Yangzhou had now become a desolate place with only crows, 

magpies and plum blossoms, and he, staying in Dongtai, could do nothing but 

“look southward with grief”. 

A month later, he wrote another poem to express his longing for Yangzhou. 

“Shui Long Yin” 水龍吟 (Water Dragon Song), written on the New Year’s 

                                                           
146 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 50-53.  
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Eve of the 3
rd

 year of the reign of Emperor Xianfeng 咸豐 (1854 in Western 

calendar), reminded the poet about a year of turbulence. It reads:  

  

一年似夢光陰，匆匆戰鼓聲中過。 

舊愁纔剪，新愁又起，傷心還我。 

凍雨連山，江烽照晚，歸思無那。 

任春盤堆玉，邀人臘酒，渾不耐、通宵坐。   

 

還記敲冰官舸。 

鬧蛾兒、揚州燈火。 

舊嬉遊處，而今何在？ 

城闉空鎖。 

小市春聲，深門笑語，不聽猶可。 

怕天涯憶著，梅花有淚，向東風墮。147
 

 

A year time is like of a dream,  

Rushing through the sounds of war.  

New worries begin once the old ones were cut, while I am still sad. 

Cold rain across the hills, beacon fire on the river shines. 

Helpless feeling of returning home.  

Even a sumptuous meal and indulging winter wine, I feel so impatient and stay up all 

night. 

 

Still remembered boats breaking the ice on the river. 

Spruced girls and lights around the bustling Yangzhou. 

The places I visited in the past, where are they now? 

The outside towns of the city are locked.  

Spring comes to the small town, laughs from the inner chambers, I cannot bear to 

hear. 

At the end of the earth, it is unbearable to remember  

The plum blossoms, like tears, falling in the east wind.  

 

Looking at the cold rain and thinking about the beacon fire on the Yangtze River, 

the poet could not help feeling sad and homesick (歸思). When talking about 

“home”, he was not referring to Jingmen where he spent his childhood, but 

Yangzhou, as shown in the second stanza. He affectionately recollected 

Yangzhou’s New Year’s Eve, depicting a bustling scene of boats on the lake 

(most likely to be the Baozhang Lake 保障湖), lanterns and beautiful women. 

Then he asked rhetorically whether these places still exist, substantiating the 

implicit claim of their dissipation. While Yangzhou was left in ruins, Dongtai 

was relatively safe and peaceful, so the people could still enjoy the coming of 

New Year. The poet, immersed in his longing for Yangzhou, was deeply 

annoyed by the laughter of the Dongtai locals.  

                                                           
147 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 53-55.  
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The years 1853 to 1856 marked the zenith of the Taiping forces, to the 

extent that even Yangzhou was held by the Qing army, it was already too 

dangerous for visiting. It was prone to occasional attacks by the Taipings based 

in Guazhou 瓜州. In 1855, Jiang was much frustrated to find his trip to 

Yangzhou cancelled due to the coming of the Taipings. He vented his 

disappointment in “Jinlü Qu” 金縷曲 (Song of Golden Thread), where he made 

contrast between an idyllic Yangzhou in past memories with an envisaged 

present Yangzhou that had been destroyed by war. The poem reads: 

  

雪淨梅根土。 

被瓊簫暗將殘寒，一絲吹去。 

碎剪東風為花瓣，分散春心幾許。 

料從此、紅酣翠嫵。 

驀地思量虹橋月，是年時、刻意傷春處。 

還夢到，竹西路。  

 

扁舟待趁寒潮渡。 

繞空江鷓鴣聲裏，亂煙無數。 

歌管樓臺斜陽冷，換了城西戍鼓。 

更不見、垂楊一樹。 

十里深蕪陰燐碧，哭青山、誰喚春魂語。 

雲影暗，自延佇。148
 

 

Snow cleansed the roots of plum trees in the soil. 

The remaining cold is lightly blown away by the jade flute. 

Cut the east wind into petals, the heart of spring is broken into pieces.  

The red is probably intoxicated and the green looks charming perhaps. 

Suddenly, I remembered the moon at the Rainbow Bridge, 

It is where I deliberately felt sorry for spring. 

Dreaming to be on West Bamboo Road again. 

 

A boat goes across the tides cold. 

Whirling around the empty river are the chiping partridges and syriads of smoke. 

Twilight grows cold and shines on the singing towers. 

(The songs) have changed to the sound of military drum from the west city. 

Not even one willow tree can be seen. 

Ten miles of weed with phosphorus green,  

Crying at the blue mountain, 

Who calls the soul of spring? 

Shadows of clouds are dark. 

I stood alone for a long time.  

 

                                                           
148 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 69-70.  
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The first stanza describes an early spring scene with pure plum blossoms. At the 

fourth line, spring comes with intoxicating red and charming green (紅酣翠嫵). 

This evokes the memory of the joyful time he had spent in Yangzhou. He 

dreams that he was back in Yangzhou and was walking along the West Bamboo 

Road. The dream, however, becomes a nightmare in the second stanza. The poet 

imagines the present Yangzhou, a desolate place ruined by war. The weeping 

willows no longer exist; instead, weeds with phosphorus green (a light burning 

from bones) extended for ten miles.  

 

(3) Juxtaposing a Prosperous Yangzhou with the Imagery of its Ruins 
 

In writing about Yangzhou, Jiang alluded to two important previous poets, Du 

Mu 杜牧 (803-853) and Jiang Kui. He used their stories and textual allusions to 

construct and mediate his own experience. For example, the following lines 

from the abovementioned “Jinlü Qu” echo stories and poems by Du Mu and 

Jiang Kui: 

 

是年時、刻意傷春處。(Is where I deliberately felt sorry for spring) 

還夢到，竹西路。(Dreaming to be on West Bamboo Road again) 

更不見、垂楊一樹。(Not even one willow tree can be seen) 

十里深蕪陰燐碧，哭青山、誰喚春魂語。(Ten miles of weed with phosphorus green, 

crying at the blue mountain. Who calls the soul of spring?)
149

 

 

In the first two examples, Du Mu’s experience is an extended metaphor for the 

poet. Keyi shangchun 刻意傷春 (Deliberately feeling sorry for spring) comes 

from a poem written by Li Shangyin 李商隱 (approx. 812-approx. 858), 

commenting on both Du Mu’s personality and poetry.
150

 By alluding to Du 

Mu’s sorrow for the passing spring, Jiang not only compared what he had done 

and how he felt in the past in Yangzhou with Du Mu’s experience, but also 

substantiated his grief of not being able to return to the past when Yangzhou was 

as splendid as in Du Mu’s time. By recalling the good old times of Yangzhou, 

Jiang entered into Du Mu’s experience. 

In Du Mu’s poetry, Bamboo-west is a tranquil place where Du Mu had once 

stayed in the Zen Wisdom Monastery (禪智寺).
151

 Du Mu also mentioned the 

                                                           
149 Ibid.  
150 Li Shangyin Ji, p. 49. The Chinese original reads: “高樓風雨感斯文， 短翼差池不及群。

刻意傷春復傷別，人間惟有杜司勛”. The poem can be translated as: “Wind and rain on a 

high tower, / I am moved by the (Du Mu) poems. / The wings are too short, compared to 

others. / Deliberately feeling sorry for spring. / Du Mu, the Assistant Secretary of Awards, is 

such a person”. 
151 Fanchuan Wenji, p. 43. The Chinese original reads: “雨過一蟬噪，飄蕭松桂秋。青苔滿

階砌，白鳥故遲留。暮靄生深樹，斜陽下小樓。誰知竹西路，歌吹是揚州”. David Young 

and Jiann I. Lin translate: “Rain passing over buzz of a single cicada. / Autumn floating 
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road with “a thousand steps of weeping willow” (街垂千步柳) in the city and 

the famous “ten miles in the spring wind” (春風十里揚州路).
152

 In Jiang’s 

poetry, however, the scenery could only exist in a dream. Du Mu was used to 

point out the contrast between what he imagined and the Yangzhou after the war. 

The present day Yangzhou envisaged in Jiang’s mind would be more similar to 

the Yangzhou in Jiang Kui’s poetry, which lamented the fall of the city. When 

“the beautiful Bamboo-west” and “ten miles in the spring wind” reappear in 

Jiang Kui’s “Yangzhou Man”, the city of Yangzhou was an “empty city” (空

城).
153

 When Jiang Chunlin dreamt about the West Bamboo Road, it was the 

ruined West Bamboo Road in Jiang Kui’s poetry rather than the tranquil place in 

that of Du Mu. 

The literary Yangzhou has two facets. First, it is a place for big spenders and 

it is famous for its pleasure quarters. The most prominent poet to write about 

this facet is Du Mu. Du held an official position in Yangzhou from 833 to 835. 

Not only was Yangzhou deeply embedded in Du’s memory and has been 

recalled in many of his later poems, but Du Mu also has become an iconic image 

of the Yangzhou literati. In “Expressing my Feeling” (遣懷), a poem written to 

commemorate his time in Yangzhou, Du seems to be referring to his romance in 

Yangzhou, especially in the last two lines.
154

 Yu Ye 于鄴  (fl. 860-867) 

enriched the story in Yangzhou Mengji 揚州夢記 (Anecdotes of Dreams of 

Yangzhou), further reinforcing the romantic image of Du Mu with Yangzhou 

juxtaposed with it.
155

 Apparently, Jiang sees his own experience of Yangzhou 

as comparable to those of Du Mu. Apart from “Jinlü Qu”, the following are 

some other examples.  

 

三生杜牧，揚州夢覺，依舊天涯。156
 

 

Reborn Du Mu, awakened from the dream of Yangzhou, is still at the ends of the 

earth. 

 

                                                                                                                                        
bleakly among the pines and cinnamons. / Moss has overgrown these terrace steps. / One 

white bird must have put off migration. / Evening mist deepens within the forest. / Sun slips 

down behind the small pavilion. / Someone who knows the trail that goes off to the west. / Is 

singing the perfect song outside this luck city”. Out on the Autumn River: Selected Poems of 

Du Mu, pp. 34-35. 
152 Fanchuan Wenji, pp. 42-43. See also the poem “For Parting” (贈別), in Fanchuan Wenji, 

p. 82. 
153 Here, again we see Jiang Chunlin echoes with Jiang Kui by using similar descriptions. See 

“Shui Long Yin” discussed above. 
154 The related last two lines read: “Waking from a dream of ten years in Yangzhou, I won ill 

fame for being a fop in the blue mansions” (十年一覺揚州夢，贏得青樓薄倖名). 
155 Yangzhou Mengji, pp. 106-107. For a brief biography of Yu, see Tang Caizi Zhuan, pp. 

133-134. 
156 “Qinshan Shi” 青衫濕 (當時淮水西邊月), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 104-105. 
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一覺十年前夢，春風減、杜牧清狂。157
  

 

Awakened from the ten-year dream, the spring wind restrains the carefree Du Mu. 

 

忍重唱、舊明月？158
  

 

How could I bear to sing under the old moon again? 

 

又簫聲吹起，疏簾殘月微茫。159
  

 

The flute is being blown again. From the sparse blinds is the misty, gloomy moon. 

 

The first two examples are direct textual allusions from “Expressing my 

Feeling”. Though reference to the awakened dreams of Du, Jiang reminds the 

readers of the prosperity of Yangzhou and the unrestrained life of the literati 
there. Jiang has brought forward a sensual memory of the past glory of 

Yangzhou, of which he experienced just a few years ago. In the first example, 

sansheng 三生 (three lives) refers to the Buddhist concept of the reincarnations 

of a soul in the past, present and future. Jiang Chunlin sees his own memory of 

Yangzhou as identical to that of Du Mu, and he even regards himself as a 

reincarnation of Du Mu. The interesting part of this textual allusion is also that it 

directly borrows from Jiang Kui’s line “who will recognize the rebirth of Du 

Muzhi?” (誰識三生杜牧之).
160

 This textual reference will remind readers of 

the loneliness expressed in Jiang Kui’s poem and substantiated the poignant 

feeling of the poet who was wandering at the ends of the earth.  

Places of Yangzhou mentioned by Du became famous poetic images that 

latter poets could not ignore. Apart from the West Bamboo Road, the willow 

road, the ten miles of spring wind, the last two examples show another cluster of 

images: the bridge, the flute and the moon. In Du Mu’s “For Han Zhuo, The 

Supervisor of Yangzhou” (寄揚州韓綽判官), the last two lines read: 

 

二十四橋明月夜，玉人何處教吹簫。 

                                                           
157 “Jinlü Qu” 金縷曲 (雪淨梅根土), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 69-70. 
158 “Danhuang Liu” 淡黃柳 (寒枝病葉), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 82-83. 
159 “Yangzhou Man” 揚州慢 (亂草埋沙), in Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 785-187. 
160 Muzhi 牧之 is the courtesy name of Du Mu. Jiang Baishi Ci Biannian Jianjiao, 5: 70. 

The Chinese original reads: “輦路珠簾兩行垂。千枝銀燭舞僛僛。東風歷歷紅樓下，誰識

三生杜牧之。歡正好，夜何其。明朝春過小桃枝。鼓聲漸遠遊人散，惆悵歸來有月知”. 

Shuen-fu Lin translates: “Two rows of beaded curtains line the Imperial Street, / A thousand 

silver candles dance wildly. / Where the east wind wafts pass mansion after red mansion, / 

Who recognizes the reborn Tu Mu-chih? / Joy is just now complete, what is the night like? / 

Spring will touch the small peach branches in the morning. / Drumbeats fade away and 

revellers have dispersed. / Doleful, returning, it’s the moon who knows my feelings”. Lin 

1978, p. 67. 
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By the night on the Twenty-Four Bridge, under the bright moon, where will you 

teach a beauty to play flute?
161

 

 

In another poem about Yangzhou, he wrote:  

 

誰家唱‘水調’，明月滿揚州。 

 

Who is singing the “Song of Water”? The moonlight is bright, shining upon 

Yangzhou.
162

  

 

Jiang must have had these lines in mind when he wrote about Yangzhou, but 

thinking about the present Yangzhou, he felt it unbearable to sing under the 

moon. In Jiang’s poem, even the moonlight was dim. The prosperous and 

romantic Yangzhou was recalled through Du Mu and was used as a contrast to 

what the poet thought about the present Yangzhou. 

The city had fallen several times in the history, forming the second facet of 

the city: a haunting image of a ruined city. Bao Zhao’s ‘Wucheng Fu’ describes 

the catastrophic destruction of Yangzhou after its annihilations in AD 451 and 

AD 459, and wucheng has become a toponymal adopted by later poets.
163

 

Yangzhou becomes a desolated place perfect for poets to reflect on history. 

Even when Jiang Chunlin alludes to Du Mu, as seen in the above examples, he 

has not forgotten to remind the readers that its entire splendor had already 

dissipated. 

The most important poet after Bao Zhao to write about the fall of Yangzhou 

is Jiang Kui, and he is the most relevant one to the discussion of Jiang 

Chunlin.
164

 Merely by examining the tunes Jiang Chunlin has chosen to write 

about Yangzhou, one can conclude that he has intended to imitate Jiang Kui. 

Out of the ten tunes Jiang Chunlin has written about Yangzhou, five of them 

used tunes composed by Jiang Kui, and he has used “Yangzhou Man” twice.
165

  

Jiang Kui’s masterpiece, “Yangzhou Man” depicts the desolate scenery of 

Yangzhou after it has been trampled by Jin 金 soldiers in 1129 and 1161, and 

the poet expresses deep sorrow. When imagining the present, desolate Yangzhou, 

Jiang Chunlin enters the world of Jiang Kui who has journeyed through the 

ruined Yangzhou and thought about its past glory. Textual allusions are 

                                                           
161 Fanchuan Wenji, p. 73. 
162 Fanchuan Wenji, p. 42.  
163 For the use of wu (蕪) in Jiang Chunlin’s poetry, see Section 3.  
164 Apart from Section 5, see also Section 4 (2). 
165 The tunes include “Yi E Hong” 一萼紅 (短牆陰), “Yangzhou Man” 揚州慢 (2 poems), 

“Danhuang Liu” 淡黃柳 (寒枝病葉) and “Jue Zhao” 角招 (暮寒際). Shuiyun Lou Shici 

Jianzhu, pp. 5-7, 50-53, 185-186, 82-83, 76-77. For a discussion of the two “Yangzhou Man”, 

see Section 3(1), 4(2), 5(2) and the following paragraph. 5(2) and the following paragraph 

also give a translation of the text. 
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frequently made to Jiang Kui’s work. A cluster of images, such as lofty trees (喬

木), peonies (紅藥) and the cold moon (冷月) recur in Jiang Chunlin’s work.  

In fact, Jiang did not have a chance to return to Yangzhou until 1861.
166

  

After 1856 the Taipings, although weakened by the Tianjing Shibian 天京事變 

(Tianjing Incident), were still able to stretch their influence to Yangzhou until 

1862.
167

 However, not having re-occupied it, their control over the area was 

relatively loosened. In Jiang’s ci poetry, the image of a ruined Yangzhou is 

purely an imagined place, a space where he can think about the happy past and 

bring out by contrast the intensity of lament over the present political situation 

in Yangzhou. Whereas Du Mu represents the past glory of Yangzhou that has 

become Jiang Chulin’s memory of himself in Yangzhou, Jiang Kui’s Yangzhou 

is what he assumes to be the present, desolate Yangzhou. The experience of Du 

Mu and Jiang Kui, actualized in their poetry, are respectively appropriated into 

Jiang Chunlin’s poetic vision and constitutes his literary Yangzhou.  

Following the footsteps of Bao Zhao and Jiang Kui, Jiang Chunlin 

understood the fall of Yangzhou as the city’s predestinated fate. Yet, he could 

not help feeling the pain when he thought of how the places he travelled to had 

become ruins. In poems full of textual allusions to his predecessors, Jiang 

skillfully arranges his predecessor’s disparate experiences of Yangzhou, further 

integrates with them his own experience, thus forming his own poetic statements 

of Yangzhou.  

Another poem written again in the tune “Yangzhou Man” was the last poem 

Jiang wrote about Yangzhou in 1864.
168

 The poem is an embodiment of Jiang 

Chunlin’s own memories and feelings of Yangzhou, intertwined with textual 

references to the experience of Du Mu and Jiang Kui. The poem reads:  

 

亂草埋沙，孤城照水，倦遊重見淒涼。 

近東園巷陌，但一片斜陽。 

占蘿徑、幽人自喜。暮鴉啼處，猶有垂楊。 

奈新栽紅藥，開時偏斷人腸。 

 

竹邊舊屋，問歸來、燕子都忘。 

漫指點煙蕪，梅花冢在，文選樓荒。 

一覺十年前夢，春風減、杜牧清狂。 

又簫聲吹起，疏簾殘月微茫。169
 

                                                           
166 In 1861 autumn, Jiang recorded that he visited Yangzhou with a friend, Guo Kui 郭夔. 

This was the last time Jiang visited the city and found that it was left to ruins after seven years 

of ordeal. See “Jue Zhao” (角招), the preface reads: “壬子正月，遊慈慧寺。[…] 余既命筆

硯，堯卿擊節而歌，蓋淒然不可卒聽也”. Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 76-77. 
167 Lucie B. Olivová has summarized by the destruction of Yangzhou experienced during the 

Taiping Rebellion, see “Building History and the Preservation of Yangzhou”, in Olivová and 

Børdahl 2009, pp. 12-15. See also Zhou Cun 1957. 
168 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 185-186. 
169 Shuiyun Lou Shici Jianzhu, pp. 185-187. 
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Rough grass covered by sand, 

A lonely city faces the lake. 

A tiring revisit of this desolate place. 

Near to the lanes of East Garden has but only twilight.  

On the path full of dill, the recluse feels happy with himself.  

During the dusk, crows cry where there are still weeping willows. 

Helplessly, the newly planted red peonies bloomed when one’s heart is broken. 

The old house near to the bamboos. 

 

Asking the returned swallows, even they have forgotten.  

Aimlessly pointing at the smoky wildland,  

The Tomb of Plum Blossom still stands,  

The Tower of Literary Selection is empty. 

Awakened from the ten-year dream, 

The spring wind restrains the carefree Du Mu. 

The flute is being blown again,  

From the sparse blinds is the misty, gloomy moon. 

 

The first stanza describes the desolate city and a tired sojourner who finally goes 

back home. His feelings are complicated: sad, but not hopeless as the poet writes 

about a satisfied recluse (幽人自喜) and the weeping willows (猶有垂楊). Even 

the peonies were newly planted (新栽紅藥). Although using the imagery of the 

flowering red peonies from Jiang Kui (念橋邊紅藥，年年知為誰生), there is a 

notion of “newly planted” (新栽) that holds importance which symbolizes new 

life and hope. Whereas in Jiang Kui’s version, the indifference of the peonies 

serves as a contrast to the ever-changing world, Jiang Chunlin emphasizes that 

at least there is someone, probably the recluse, who cares about the flowers.  

The last few lines textually allude to Du Mu’s poetry as discussed above, but 

again, it is not merely a repeated experience. The previous dream (前夢), while 

includes Du Mu’s dream, has been enriched and made complicated by adding 

two places that were significant to Jiang Chunlin but not Du Mu or Jiang Kui. 

The Tomb of Plum Blossom refers to the cenotaph of Shi Kefa 史可法 

(1601-1645), the general who guarded Yangzhou during the downfall of the 

Ming Dynasty. Shi Kefa fought against the Manchus until the last man fell, and 

then committed suicide to show his loyalty to the Ming. His corpse was never 

found and therefore a cenotaph was made to commemorate him. The cenotaph, 

surviving the Taiping Rebellion, might have surprised the poet as many 

historical artifacts had been destroyed.
170

 The image consists of both hope and 

despair. While it reminds him of another annihilation of Yangzhou not long ago, 

its ‘existence’ (在) encourages him to remain optimistic.  

                                                           
170 Luo Ergang 1978, pp. 275-278. See also “Building History and the Preservation of 

Yangzhou”, in Olivová and Børdahl 2009, pp. 15-17. 
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The Tower of Literary Selection, referred to in the poem, got its name from 

the famous literary anthology Wen Xuan 文選, but the tower itself probably has 

no linkage with the anthology, and its editor Xiao Tong 蕭統 (501-531). The 

tower was built by the locals during early Qing Dynasty, but it was not a popular 

landmark in the city. A new Tower of Literary Selection and its fame were built 

by Ruan Yuan 阮元 (1764-1849) from 1804. Ruan, as a local of Yangzhou, 

enthusiastically promoted the culture of Yangzhou and the construction of the 

tower was only a part of his project.
171

  

Ruan was devoted to constructing the tower’s academic lineage in two ways. 

First, he “corrected” local history and emphasized that Yangzhou was the origin 

of the scholarship of Wen Xuan. Secondly, he sponsored Yangzhou poets, and 

collected and edited their works in Huaihai Yingling Ji 淮海英靈集 (The 

Heroic Spirits of Huaihai). These helped to build an elite image of both the 

Tower and the city. By referring to Ruan Yuan and the heyday of a cultural 

Yangzhou during the Qing Dynasty, Jiang laments the terribly damaged scene 

which greeted him upon this visit. Although the tower survived, the golden age 

of Yangzhou and its elite had vanished – perhaps never reappearing. Adding 

these new meanings to the “ten years of dream”, the poet has reframed a 

Yangzhou that is especially meaningful to his own life. In this way, even though 

his poetry is saturated with allusive references to previous writers, he has 

imbued them with new significance. 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The Taiping Rebellion dramatically affected the Qing government and the 

Jiangnan region. Witnessing and experiencing this ten-year turbulence, Jiang 

Chunlin used poetry to reveal his sadness, frustration and criticism. In 

examining his poetry, I have introduced the critical concepts of shishi and cishi. 

Despite the complexity of their meanings, the two concepts are effective in 

summarizing some characteristics of Jiang’s work. 

The above discussion offers a close reading of Jiang’s poetry in three aspects 

related to the concept of shi 史 (history). First, I discuss how the war is 

recorded and described in his works. Jiang recorded personages and events that 

would otherwise have been neglected by official history. His narration of the 

war, especially in ci poems, proved a breakthrough of the genre that was thought 

to be unsuitable for narrating complicated events. Second, I discuss how he 

passed judgments and gave advices on current affairs through poetry. Most of 

his criticisms are found in shi poems in which he directly expresses his views or 

through mocking the corrupted officials. Direct castigation is rare in ci poems, 

                                                           
171  For a history of the tower, see Meyer-Fong 2003, pp. 75-114. For Ruan Yuan’s 

involvement in the rebuilding of the tower, see Meyer-Fong 2003, pp. 114-123.  
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although a subtle criticism can still be found through the use of allusions. In the 

discussion of Jiang’s expressive-affective poetry, I focus on revealing the lyrical 

qualities of Jiang work. Whereas scholars have analyzed some lyrical qualities 

of his poems, I argue that Jiang Chunlin is emotionally attached to Yangzhou 

and the city is an important reference for readers to understand the feelings he 

expressed in poems. He writes about Yangzhou with affection and 

disappointment, with full consciousness of its genealogy, and relates his feelings 

of the city to its rise and fall in history. The analysis shows that this 

expressive-affective dimension of Jiang’s poetry is never divorced from his 

immediate experiences of the Taiping Rebellion. In these three ways, Jiang’s 

work can be read as a poetic-history of the Taiping Rebellion.   
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PICTURING LIN DAIYU: 

HONGLOU MENG ACROSS MEDIA 
 

WU I-HSIEN 吳逸仙 
(The City College of New York) 

 

 
Lin Daiyu, the beautiful and talented, vulnerable and frail, yet sickly and moody 

heroine, is the most captivating character in Honglou Meng.
1
 She is not only a 

subject of intellectual debates but also an inspiration for the popular imagination. 

Since she was introduced, scholars have produced innumerable discourses on 

the makeup of her character and readers have shed tears with her. Courtesans 

have named themselves after her. Writers continue to reinterpret her and actors 

bring her to life on stages and in front of cameras. She has been a favorite for 

artistic rendering. From late-Qing book illustrations to 21
st
-century Honglou 

Meng merchandise, Lin Daiyu’s image can be found in almost any visual genre: 

in artworks produced and marketed for elite collection and consumption; on 

postage stamps, playing cards, calendars, lottery tickets, and phone cards; and 

even on wine labels and as specially shaped wine bottles themselves! This 

literary figure has been transformed into a visual icon, recognized and celebrated 

not only by ardent Honglou Meng readers but also by people who have little 

chance to read the novel. A study of Daiyu’s portraits, therefore, is not only an 

examination of a character but also an inquiry into a broadly defined history of 

reception. How did a novel written for a small circle of family and friends 

become a household name? How was an abstract idea in a text transformed into 

a symbol of popular culture? How do media interact and shape the Honglou 

Meng culture that we know today, which is almost independent from the text? 

Honglou Meng pictures have a life as long and complex as the text itself, if 

not more complicated.
2
 Creating visual representations of the novel could well 

have begun when the text was still being circulated as manuscript copies in the 

early 18
th

 century,
3
 but its publication gave rise to a surge in related pictorial 

                                                 
1  Honglou Meng is generally known as A Dream of Red Mansions, Dream of the Red 

Chamber, or The Story of the Stone in English. This essay generally cites Cao Xueqin and 

Gao E, Honglou Meng (repr. 2001, hereafter designated as HLM), David Hawkes and John 

Minford’s translation The Story of the Stone (1973-1986) (hereafter as SS), and Yang Xianyi 

and Gladys Yang’s translation A Dream of Red Mansions (1994) (hereafter as Red Mansions). 

Citations include volume and page numbers. 
2 For a critical survey of Honglou Meng pictures, see Shang Wei 2012. 
3 An anecdote in Jie’an Jushi’s 解盦居士 Wu Shixuan ‘Shitou Ji’ Jiping 悟石軒石頭記集評 

(1887 紅藕花盦  edition) mentions a Shitou Ji in manuscript version with line-drawing 

illustrations (baimiao tuxiang 白描圖像) found by Zhang Xueting 章雪庭 in an antique shop, 

which he failed to purchase because of the high price. See Yi Su 1981, p. 31. 
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productions. Following the convention of late-imperial Chinese fiction printing, 

the first printed edition of Honglou Meng (commonly known as the Chengjia 程

甲 or 1791 edition) included twenty-four illustrations placed at the beginning of 

the book. Among these, twenty-two are portraits, featuring characters in various 

scenes and actions.
4
 This series of illustrations is often criticized for its lack of 

refinement, especially when compared with the sophisticated late-Ming prints, 

but, just like the printed Honglou Meng text it accompanies, this set of 

character-oriented pictures became the precedent of a culture that thrived and 

proliferated in the next two centuries and beyond. After this publication, 

production of Honglou Meng character portraits grew rapidly. Almost all of the 

early printed editions of the novel are complemented by character portraits as 

illustrations;
5
 albums based on this theme have been created by late-Qing literati 

artists as well as modern illustrators;
6
 images of Baoyu, Daiyu, Baochai, and 

other girls in the Jia household can be found in New Year’s Festival paintings 

(nianhua 年畫 ) and on playing cards, embroideries, lamp shades, carriage 

windows, stationery, and almost every other item of everyday life. 

The popularity of Honglou Meng portraits can certainly be attributed to the 

remarkable text that presented such memorable characters, especially those 

passionate, elegant, and intelligent young ladies. However, rendering these 

characters in images is more challenging than it may seem. First, with a 

constellation of female characters who are mostly young, exquisite beauties 

around the same age, creating individuality in pictures is a demanding task.
7
 A 

lot of Honglou Meng portraits cannot overcome the problem of “their different 

characters indistinguishable except by name” (qian ren yi mian 千人一面).
8
 

This flaw is particularly evident in early Honglou Meng book illustrations, 

which present coarsely produced portraits hardly identifiable except by the 

names inscribed on the pages. Second, it is well known that even though 

Honglou Meng delights in narrating details of clothing and surroundings that 

reflect the characters’ personalities, it often gives limited descriptions of the 

characters’ physical attributes. By doing so, the text allows readers to visualize 

the characters in their own terms, but this interpretive freedom also makes it 

more difficult to produce concrete images. Conversely, it would also be a 

                                                 
4 The two exceptions are the one of the Jia family ancestral hall and the one of an ensemble of 

female musicians. 
5 The other dominant type of Honglou Meng book illustration, which focuses on scenes, did 

not become popular until print technology changed, allowing finer prints in mass production.  
6 Gai Qi 改琦’s (1773?-1828) Honglou Meng Tuyong 紅樓夢圖詠 is the most notable early 

example. Many contemporary illustrators, such as Liu Danzhai 刘旦宅 (b. 1931) and Dai 

Dunbang 戴敦邦 (b. 1938), also have created projects based on Honglou Meng characters. 
7 See, for example, Dai Dunbang’s comments on creating Honglou Meng portraits in Dai 

Dunbang 2006, p. 287. 
8 The phrase qian ren yi mian is not included in the 2001 Renmin Wenxue edition of Honglou 

Meng, but appears in the Chengjia edition of the novel, see Chengjia Ben Honglou Meng [repr. 

1992], p. 87; SS I: 50. 
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mistake to assume that character portraits are “faithful portrayals” of the textual 

depiction, when there is any. More often than not they are products following 

conventions of certain genres, such as woodblock printing or lady’s portraits 

(shinü tu 仕女圖). Take Xue Baochai, Lin Daiyu’s rival, for example. She is 

described as, “her lips needed no rouge, her blue-black eyebrows no brush; her 

face seemed a silver disk, her eyes almonds swimming in water” (唇不点而

红，眉不画而翠，脸若银盆，眼如水杏)
9
 and a “plump [person who] fears 

the heat” (体丰祛热).
10

 But one would surely be disappointed attempting to find 

a plump beauty with a round face among the Xue Baochai portraits. Instead, she 

is generally depicted as a slender and even willowy young lady, same as Lin 

Daiyu. 

In Daiyu’s case, the lack of physical description in the text is particularly 

evident. Impressionistic phrases such as “frail body that seemed scarcely strong 

enough to bear the weight of its clothes” (身体面庞虽怯弱不胜)
11

 and “her 

mist-wreathed brows at first seemed to frown, yet were not frowning; her 

passionate eyes at first seemed to smile, yet were not merry” (两弯似蹙非蹙罥

烟眉，一双似喜非喜含情目)
12

 are the most a reader can find about her looks 

in the narrative. The novel even resists concrete description of her clothing.
13

 

How does one give a picture of Daiyu that is distinct? And how does one make 

other ladies in Honglou Meng identifiable in pictorial representations? A 

solution that was quickly established and standardized is to situate the character 

in a certain action or setting, or associate her with a certain object. This is a 

practical approach, since almost every character in the novel has one or more 

signature acts: Daiyu buries the fallen blossoms, speaks to the parrot, and reads 

The Story of the Western Wing (Xixiang Ji 西廂記) with Baoyu; Baochai chases 

the butterflies; tipsy Xiangyun sleeps on a peony-petal pillow; brave Qingwen 

repairs the hole in a Peacock Gold snow cape. Readers may envision the ladies 

differently, but these events will never be misidentified. The majority of 

Honglou Meng portraits are thus produced in this highly codified mode. The 

1791 book illustrations serve as the earliest examples. 

 

 

1. Lin Daiyu and the Parrot 
 

                                                 
9 HLM I: 119; Red Mansions I: 156. 
10 HLM I: 410; SS II: 98. 
11 HLM I: 39; SS I: 90. 
12 HLM I: 49; SS I: 102. 
13 As Zhang Ailing 張愛玲 observes in Honglou Mengyan 紅樓夢魘, throughout the first 80 

chapters of Honglou Meng, Daiyu’s clothing is only mentioned twice, each time in a mode of 

timelessness and otherworldliness. See Zhang Ailing 1991, p. 21. 
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The fifteenth picture in the 1791 edition is the earliest portrait of Lin Daiyu we 

can see today (Fig. 1). Here, Daiyu’s name is printed on the fold of the folio, and, 

like the other characters illustrated in this collection, Daiyu is situated in a 

detailed setting to denote the particular scene in which she is presented. There is 

a towering and leaning bamboo grove on the right of the picture. At the center of 

the page, where the outdoor and the indoor spaces merge, a female figure under 

the eave and a bird on its perch are both looking at, pointing to, and thus leading 

the reader’s gaze to the female figure sitting indoors on the left, apparently the 

heroine, who is tilting her head, facing the viewer in three-quarter position, and 

looking at the bird with a lovely smile. This picture is followed by a 

commentarial verse on Daiyu’s character, printed on the other side of the folio. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. Lin Daiyu, illustration in Chengjia edition 

 

Since the 1791 illustrations are placed before the text proper, first-time Honglou 
Meng readers in late 18

th
-century China would have been struck by the 

presentation and associated the character with this particular image even before 

they read the first words of the story. When they moved on to the novel, they 

would have found the textual source of Daiyu’s image in Chapter 35: the 

bamboo denotes Daiyu’s residence, Xiaoxiang guan 瀟湘館; the bird is a parrot 

and the girls are Daiyu and her maid Zijuan; and the illustration captures a 

moment of poetic serenity in which, after the parrot surprises the young ladies 

with an amusing long sigh and a parroty recitation of Daiyu’s poetry, Daiyu has 

its perch moved outside the moon window of her study and speaks teasingly to it, 

teaching it a few more lines of her favorite poems. 

This scene is chosen to represent Daiyu because the parrot is a well-

established trope in Chinese classical poetry. As pets, parrots had been 

domesticated for centuries by the time Honglou Meng was written and had been 
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regularly associated with feminine pursuits and laments. Some of the most 

notable early examples include Bo Juyi’s 白居易 (772-846) “Linnü” 鄰女 [The 

Girl Next Door]: 

 

娉婷十五勝天仙，白日嫦娥旱地蓮。何處閒教鸚鵡語？碧紗窗下繡床前。 

 
Elegant and graceful, at age fifteen, she is superior to a fairy. / She is the moon 

goddess Chang’e in the daylight and the lotus blossom of the dry land. / Where does 

she teach her parrot to speak in her leisure? / Under the green gauze of the window 

and at the maid’s bed.
14

 

 

This poem can easily serve as commentary to the Daiyu picture, or vice versa, 

for they each portray a lovely young woman teaching a parrot to speak in a 

moment of ease and tranquility. Even the settings – next to the window of an 

inner chamber – are identical. Similar poetic language can also be found in 

Honglou Meng itself. In Chapter 23, Jia Baoyu composes four seasonal poems to 

celebrate his new life in the Prospect Garden; in a line from “Summer Night” 夏

夜即事: 

 

倦繡佳人幽夢長，金籠鸚鵡喚茶湯。 
 

A tired maid sleeps at her embroidery, / A parrot in its gilt cage calls for tea.
15

 

 

In this poem, which also pairs up a young woman and a parrot, the sense of 

wealth and leisure is emphasized. The parrot is kept in a gilt cage, and the maid 

is taking a long afternoon nap into the early evening—the parrot wouldn’t call 

for tea late at night. 

Yet the parrot is not only a marker of serene moments in a young woman’s 

everyday life. In classical Chinese poetry, it also represents sorrow associated 

with loneliness, particularly of the ladies who were chosen to serve in the 

imperial palace but never given a chance to serve the emperors in person. Huarui 

furen’s 花蕊夫人 (10
th
 century) “Gongci” 宮詞 [Palace Lyrics] is often quoted:  

 

禁裏春濃蝶自飛，御蠶眠處弄新絲。碧窗盡日教鸚鵡，念得君王數首詩。 
 

In the Imperial Palace, spring reaches its height and butterflies flutter. Where the 

royal family’s silkworms sleep, new silk is made. At the green-gauze window I 

taught the parrot all day, / And recited a few of the poems by his highness.
16

 

 

And so is Zhu Qingyu’s 朱慶餘 (8
th

-9
th

 century) poem with the same title:  

 

                                                 
14 Quan Tang Shi [repr. 1986], p. 1104. 
15 HLM I: 312: SS I: 460. 
16 Quan Tang Shi [repr. 1986], p. 1957. 
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寂寂花時閉院門，美人相並立瓊軒。含情欲說宮中事，鸚鵡前頭不敢言。 

 
In the lonely season of blooming blossoms, the gate of the Court is closed. / The 

beauties stand side by side at the jade terrace. / Full of emotions, they want to speak 

about the palace affairs, / Yet dare not to talk in front of the parrot.
17

 

 

Both poems bring contrasts to the passionate season of spring and the ladies who 

are neglected. They either have no one but the parrots to talk to, or become 

voiceless for fear the bird might repeat their words. They are just like the parrots 

they keep—beautiful creatures trapped in gilt cages, without expression except 

echoing the poems they are taught.  

In addition, parrots are commonly associated with romance in other literary 

genres in the Ming-Qing period. In Meng Chengshun’s 孟稱舜 (1598-1684) 

chuanqi drama The Chaste Poetess (Zhen Wenji 貞文記), when Shen Quan 沈佺 

– the original fiancé of Zhang Yuniang 張玉娘, the heroine – dies at the end of 

the play, Yuniang and her two devoted servant girls follow him in death, and 

Yuniang’s parrot also dies, crying mournfully (ai ming er jue 哀鳴而絕). In Pu 

Songling’s 蒲松齡 (1640-1715) collection Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio 

(Liaozhai Zhiyi 聊齋誌異), there is a story titled “A Bao 阿寶,” in which a 

young man’s soul takes the body of a parrot, flies to his lover’s inner chamber, 

lives there with her for three days, and brings back her shoe as evidence of her 

vow of marriage. Parrots are also associated with courtesans. In Kong 

Shangren’s 孔尚任 (1648-1781) Peach Blossom Fan, when the singing master 

arrives at the brothel to coach the heroine, Xiangjun 香君, he compares her with 

the bird:  

 

閑來翠館調鸚鵡。 

 
At leisure I have come to the emerald chamber to coach the parrot.

18
  

 

Xiangjun is a singer confined in her environment, and in turn she keeps a parrot 

of her own. After she defends her virtue and waits for her lover to return in the 

midst of political turmoil, her parrot and cat keep her company:  

 

繡戶蕭蕭，鸚鵡呼茶聲自巧；香閨悄悄，雪狸偎枕睡偏牢。 

 
My broidered window curtain is forlorn, / Though the parrot’s foolish voice cries 

‘Serving Tea’, / And the white cat sleeps serenely on its cushion.
19

 

 

                                                 
17 Quan Tang Shi [repr. 1986], p. 1302. 
18 Kong Shangren 1996, p. 24, my translation.  
19 Ibid., p. 186; Kong Shangren 1976, p. 168. 
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Xiangjun’s parrot calls for tea like Baoyu’s, but its voice is a reminder of the 

lively past frequented by visitors, in contrast to the desolate present. In the 

brothel Xiangjun is lost in the moment, too distressed to speak to the bird or to 

sleep like the cat. 

Parallel to the textual traditions, parrots also have been a recurring motif in 

the lady’s portrait genre. Paintings, prints, and other visual representations in 

this category often portray one woman (or a small group of two or three) with a 

parrot on a perch. Many use architectural settings and plants to suggest the 

physical spaces where indoors and outdoors merge. Some of these pictures 

depict the interaction between the lady and the bird; others use the bird to denote 

unspoken words. Yet most of them reflect the same sentiments conveyed in the 

poetic tradition, using the parrot as a reference to the woman’s inner world. The 

1791 Daiyu picture is apparently a product of this convention, and, following 

this example, the pairing of the heroine and the parrot was fully embraced by the 

early Honglou Meng book illustrations. With only a few exceptions, all the 

character representations in early editions of the novel use a parrot as Daiyu’s 

symbol. Some of them modify the outdoor perspective of the 1791 edition to an 

indoor perspective; some of them completely remove the architectural setting 

and feature Daiyu next to a free-standing perch, either partly facing or with her 

back to the viewer. But the idea remains the same. This image of Daiyu was also 

well received beyond the Honglou Meng editorial boards. Gai Qi’s 改琦 (1773-

1828) celebrated album, Honglou Meng Tuyong 紅樓夢圖詠 , shows Daiyu 

standing in front of a bamboo grove with a parrot in the upper left corner. The 

bird, head down, appears to be leaning toward Daiyu and suggests empathy, 

bringing emotional tension into the composition. In one of Honglou Meng’s 

sequels, Qilou Chong Meng 綺樓重夢, Shuzhen 淑貞 (Daiyu’s reincarnation) is 

also represented by bamboo trees and a parrot. In another sequel, Honglou Meng 

Bu 紅樓夢補 , the trio of Baoyu, Daiyu, and Baochai is also shown with 

bamboos and a parrot. However, compared with the earlier examples, in which 

Daiyu as the internal viewer leads the reader’s gaze toward the parrot, in this 

picture, the trio becomes the focus while the bird is cut off from the center: there 

is no visual or emotional link between the characters and the bird; all the reader 

sees is the wish fulfillment of the happy union of three. Thus, not only is the text 

of Honglou Meng reimagined, but also the use of the parrot is re-envisioned.  

The parrot in Daiyu’s portraits, therefore, is a symbol laden with meanings: 

poetry, serenity, leisure, romance, loneliness, sorrow, and confinement. The bird 

is not only a signifier of the character’s personality but also a link to a long and 

rich tradition that has been established as text and as image. It is no coincidence 

that the parrot appears in the text of Honglou Meng and the pictures of its 

heroine. Unfortunately, the connotations in these parroty pictures can easily lose 

their significance or even cause confusion among contemporary viewers, who 

almost always learn about Daiyu through viewing pictures of burying fallen 

blossoms and associate her only with that act.  
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2. Lin Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms 
 

In Chapter 23 of Honglou Meng, Baoyu’s reading of The Story of the West Wing, 
a romantic drama, is interrupted by a little gust of wind bringing a shower of 

petals. As he begins to collect the fallen flowers and put them in the flowing 

water,  

 

寶玉一回頭，卻是林黛玉來了，肩上擔著花鋤，鋤上掛著花囊，手內拿著花

帚。 

 

he looked around and saw that it was Daiyu. She was carrying a garden hoe with a 

muslin bag hanging from the end of it on her shoulder and a garden broom in her 

hand.
20

 

 

Daiyu explains to Baoyu that they should bury the fallen blossoms instead of 

dropping them in the water that goes out of the garden, so the flowers can 

remain pure and gradually turn back into earth. At the end of Chapter 27 and the 

beginning of Chapter 28, the reader learns from Daiyu’s poetry and Baoyu’s 

reaction that burying the fallen blossoms is a symbolic act of preserving the 

innocence and integrity of the young ladies in the Prospect Garden, especially 

the heroine herself. 

Scholars have written extensively and searched for the literary predecessor of 

this remarkable theme. Daiyu’s line “the Maid, grieved by these signs of 

spring’s decease, / seeking some means her sorrow to express” (閨中女兒惜春

暮，愁緒滿懷無釋處)
21

 clearly contextualizes her act in the poetic convention 

of “spring lament”, or more specifically, “grieve for [the passing of] spring” 

(shangchun 傷春) and “care for [the end of] spring” (xichuan 惜春). As pointed 

out by Aoyama Hiroshi 青山宏, the association between fallen blossoms and 

shangchun/xichun tradition can be traced back to the Six Dynasties (220-589 CE) 

and became an established poetic trope in the Song-dynasty (960-1279) ci 詞
lyrics,

22
 and Daiyu’s act and poem bring this convention to its fullest. Specific 

possible sources for burying fallen blossoms have been identified in a number of 

poetic expressions, such as Nara Singde’s 納蘭性德 (Nalan Xingde, 1655-1685) 

“dripping on the empty stairs, / the rain stopped in the chilly hour, / it was the 

weather to bury fallen flowers” (滴空階，寒更雨歇，葬花天氣),
23

 the poetess 

                                                 
20 HLM I: 314; SS I: 463. 
21 HLM I: 370; SS II: 38. 
22 Cf. Aoyama 1975. Aoyama argues that fallen blossoms became a prominent theme in 

“spring lament” in the mid-Tang (618-906 CE) period, particularly after the An Lushan 

Rebellion (755-763). 
23 Wang Guowei 王國維 (1877-1927) was the first to point out this source. See Wang Guowei 

1989, p. 263. 
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Ye Xiaoluan’s 葉小鸞 (1616-1632) “playfully I donated my face powder box to 

bury the souls of flowers” (戲捐粉盒葬花魂),
24

 and Tang Yin’s 唐寅 (1470-

1523) thirty “Poems on Fallen Blossoms” 落花詩.
25

 It is evident that Honglou 

Meng did not invent burying fallen flowers, but it is surely the first text to make 

this an iconic theme. The popularity this theme achieved, however, was not 

accomplished solely by text, but by a process that renders text into image as well 

as into stage adaptations. 

Efforts to translate the text of “Daiyu burying fallen blossoms” into pictures 

began early. In the Gengchen 庚辰 manuscript version of Honglou Meng, there 

are three Red Inkstone commentary entries on the flower burial scene, and all 

three observe the strong visual elements in Daiyu’s appearance with her tools. 

The first one is an interlinear commentary:  

 

一幅採芝圖，非葬花圖也。 

 
This is a picture of picking lingzhi, not a picture of burying fallen blossoms.

26
  

 

Lingzhi 靈芝  (magical mushroom) is traditionally associated with health, 

longevity, and even immortality, and “picking lingzhi” is a theme commonly 

seen in traditional Chinese arts and crafts. Pictures of picking lingzhi usually 

depict figures in nature far away from human civilization and worldly concerns, 

and garden hoes and baskets are often included for lingzhi collection. By 

comparing the image of picking lingzhi with the image of burying fallen 

blossoms, the commentary not only highlights the otherworldliness in Daiyu’s 

character but also underlines “picture of picking lingzhi” as a possible source of 

the textual description and draws attention to the relationship between text and 

image at this juncture. 

The second and the third commentaries on Daiyu’s appearance at the flower 

burial are both written on the upper margin of the manuscript: 

 
[upper margin commentary 1] [The author] had long intended to have this picture 

painted, but vowed not to have it drawn (xie) unless [he] encountered a divine brush, 

for the fear of offending my Frowner. Winter of Jimao year (1759).
27

  

 

                                                 
24 Found in an anecdote in Xuyao Wenji 續窈聞記, written by Ye’s father, Ye Shaoyuan 葉紹

袁 (1589-1648). Cf. “Lengyue Zang Hua Hun” 冷月葬花魂 (1), in Cai Yijiang 2005. 
25 Cf. Yu Pingbo 俞平伯 (1900-1990), “Tang Liuru yu Lin Daiyu” 唐六如與林黛玉, in Yu 

Pingbo 2010, pp. 225-228. 
26 Chen Qinghao 1986, p. 455. 
27 Ibid., “Frowner” (Pinpin 顰顰 or Pin’er 顰兒) is Daiyu’s nickname in the novel. In this 

commentary she is referred to as “Pinqing” 顰卿, which suggests personal closeness between 

the commentator and the character. 
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[upper margin commentary 2] In the spring of Dinghai year (1767), I accidentally 

met someone from Zhejiang. His ink drawing (baimiao) portraits of beauty were 

indeed heavenly works and pleased me extremely. Unfortunately he was bound by 

official duties with no spare time, and he could not stay in the capital for long and 

soon traveled to the south. I still dwell on it to this day and feel forlorn. I regret that it 

is so difficult to make a relation between Frowner and paint brushes and ink. Alas. 

Summer of Dinghai year (1767), Odd Tablet.
28 

 

Upper margin commentary 1 not only comments on the importance of Daiyu’s 

emergence for flower burial in the author’s creative process but also 

reemphasizes the picture embedded in words. The intimacy between text and 

image is particularly illustrated in the verb xie 寫, which could be interpreted as 

“to draw, to paint” or “to write.” This picture of Daiyu burying fallen blossoms 

must have had a bearing on the author’s inner circle, for a few years later 

another note was written on an ink drawing of this theme, as seen in upper 

margin commentary 2. This commentary provides an anecdote about a possible 

earlier effort to create a portrait of Daiyu, and the theme of burying the fallen 

blossoms was chosen. The mindfulness in selecting an artist to create this 

picture (years after the text of Honglou Meng was written and read) echoes the 

attentiveness in writing this scene (not to have it “drawn” unless a divine brush 

is encountered). It is probably safe to assume that if the author and his friends 

could make decisions on the illustrations to accompany Honglou Meng as a 

book, Daiyu burying flowers would have been a priority.  

Regardless, the earliest physical picture of Daiyu burying fallen blossoms 

extant today is a book illustration, but the book is not the novel itself but a stage 

adaptation of it. Zhong Zhenkui’s 仲振奎 (1749?-1811?) play ‘Honglou Meng’ 

Chuanqi 紅樓夢傳奇 was published in 1799, but he wrote the act “Burying 

Fallen Blossoms” as early as 1792. The stage direction on Daiyu’s entrance to 

this scene re-envisions the novel’s description by specifying the actor’s costume:  

 

旦珠笠、雲肩、荷花鋤，鋤上懸紗囊，手持帚上。 

 
The lead female actor enters the stage wearing a pearl hat, a cloud-shaped shoulder 

cape, carrying a garden hoe with a muslin bag hanging on it and a garden broom in 

her hand.
29  

 

The illustration that accompanies this book shows a slightly different picture 

(Fig. 2). A single female figure balances a slender garden hoe (without the 

muslin bag) on her right shoulder and holds the top of a broom with her left 

hand. She is looking down and appears to be melancholic. The flowing dress 

and sashes suggest her mythic and transcendental qualities. Strings of pearls 

dangle over the brim of her hat, and her cloud-shaped shoulder cape is made of 

                                                 
28 Ibid., p. 456. 
29 A Ying 1978, p. 28. 
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feathers. This illustration reveals a new interpretation of Daiyu, drastically 

different from the one with a parrot in the 1791 edition of Honglou Meng. The 

choice to make “burying the fallen blossoms” the symbolic act of the heroine (as 

well as the playwright’s priority in writing the act) demonstrates the rising 

recognition of this theme. In addition, this picture shows a staged Daiyu: not the 

novel’s heroine herself but a playwright’s vision, and not the character herself 

but an actor playing the role. The complication of Honglou Meng’s textual, 

visual, and performative transformation finds a wholesome footnote here. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Daiyu, from ‘Honglou Meng’ Chuanqi by Zhong Zhenkui 

 

The next picture of Daiyu burying fallen blossoms appears as an illustration in 

Wang Xilian’s 王希廉 (early 19
th

 century) edition of the novel, first published in 

1832. Similar to those in the 1791 edition, Wang’s illustrations are also 

character portraits, but they feature stand-alone figures with no background, 

each complemented with a line from the drama The Story of the Western Wing. 

In addition, each portrait is followed by a picture of a plant, in lieu of the 

commentarial verses found in the 1791 edition. Wang Xilian’s Daiyu looks more 

down to earth than Zhong Zhenkui’s. She carries her garden hoe on her shoulder 

and the muslin bag is hanging from the end of it. Behind her long robe one can 

see the top and the bottom of a garden broom. On the right side of the figure is 

the line from the Western Wing, “body full of grief and full of sickness” (多愁多

病身).
30

 At first glance, this line simply reflects Daiyu’s physical and emotional 

                                                 
30 Xin Ping Xiuxiang ‘Honglou Meng’ Quanzhuan [repr. 2004], folio 3a. 
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characteristics, but a reader familiar with the drama (this set of illustrations 

clearly demands such knowledge) would have known this is taken from the 

hero’s line to the heroine, “how can my body that is full of grief and full of 

sickness / stand a face that can topple cities and topple states?”
31

 And the 

connotation of this line would be further clarified as the reader moved on to 

Chapter 23 of Honglou Meng: after a shared reading of the Western Wing, 

Baoyu intuitively quotes this line to Daiyu, comparing himself to the hero and 

her to the heroine of the drama.
32

 The line “body full of grief and full of 

sickness”, therefore, is not only a remark on Daiyu’s body and mind, but also 

and even more a signifier of forbidden romantic love.  

Interestingly, in the novel Daiyu is associated with many plants: most 

importantly hibiscus, but also the mythic Crimson Pearl and the bamboos in her 

residence. In Wang Xilian’s illustration, however, none of them is chosen. 

Complementing Daiyu’s portrait is the magical mushroom, lingzhi. Judging 

from Wang’s writing, it is evident that his edition of Honglou Meng was based 

on the printed editions of the novel and he knew neither the manuscripts nor the 

Red Inkstone commentaries. Choosing lingzhi to represent Daiyu could be a 

pure coincidence, showing that both the Red Inkstone commentator and Wang 

Xilian observe the heroine’s quality that is beyond the material world, but it can 

also be understood as a latent interpretation of Daiyu’s picture—this image of a 

figure carrying tools that is supposed to represent the act of burying flowers is 

actually a “picture of picking lingzhi”, as the Red Inkstone commentator would 

have put it. The pictorial association between picking lingzhi and burying fallen 

blossoms is underlined again. 

In addition to “picture of picking lingzhi”, however, another theme popular 

among Chinese arts and crafts could have influenced the illustration of burying 

flowers. The image of a female figure carrying tools is commonly found in 

pictorial representations of Magu 麻姑, a Daoist immortal mostly associated 

with longevity. In contemporary visual interpretations, Magu is usually depicted 

as presenting peaches or elixir for birthday celebrations, and she usually holds 

these objects on a tray in front of her body. But she is also presented in poses 

and with objects similar to those found in pictures of burying blossoms. In an 

18
th

-century painting, Magu balances a branch with leaves and peaches on her 

shoulder (Fig. 3).
33

 On the branch hangs a basket filled with blooming flowers, 

and the brightness of the four peonies in the baskets is repeated in the peonies in 

her hair, forming a motif in alignment. She is holding a small lingzhi with the 

                                                 
31 Wang Shifu [repr. 1984], p. 32; Wang Shifu 1995, p. 145.  
32 This line is rendered as “full of sickness and of woe”, in David Hawke’s translation (SS I: 

464). 
33 National Museum in Warsaw, 18th century, artist unknown, 

http://www.mnw.art.pl/index.php/en/collections/study_collection/oriental_art_collection/chin

ese_art_collection/ and http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Immortal_Magu.jpg. 

(accessed December 17, 2015). 

 

http://www.mnw.art.pl/index.php/en/collections/study_collection/oriental_art_collection/chinese_art_collection/
http://www.mnw.art.pl/index.php/en/collections/study_collection/oriental_art_collection/chinese_art_collection/
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Immortal_Magu.jpg
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thumb and index finger of her left hand, and a gourd – another symbol of 

longevity and immortality – is tied to her sash. The floating lines of her sashes 

and robe denote ethereality in the figure, in contrast with the heaviness 

suggested by the peaches and loaded basket. This composition of a lady carrying 

a long, thin object on her shoulder with a basket hanging from it provides a 

blueprint for the majority of “pictures of burying fallen blossoms”. The way this 

Magu carries the peach branch is almost identical to the way Zhong Zhenkui’s 

Daiyu holds the garden hoe. Her shoulder cape, made of green, feathery leaves, 

is also echoed in Zhong’s illustration. Even the shape of the flower basket in this 

Magu painting can be found in numerous modern Daiyu pictures.  

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Magu 

 

 

3. Viewing Lin Daiyu: from Late-Qing to Early-Republican 
 

Apparently, pictures of “Daiyu burying fallen blossoms” are not creations solely 

inspired by a text, but outcomes of the fusion of a few sources. The next 

question is: how did the theme of burying fallen blossoms become so popular 

that it not only replaced the parrot theme but also became a symbol recognized 

nationwide? 
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The answer, I believe, lies in Honglou Meng stage adaptations. Like pictures, 

performance-based representation has a long history in reinterpreting the novel. 

Between the late-18
th
 century and the mid-19

th
 century, more than a dozen 

Honglou Meng plays were published and many of them were performed. Ten of 

these plays can be found in A Ying’s 阿英 ‘Honglou Meng’ Xiqu Ji紅樓夢戲曲

集 (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1978): Zanghua 葬花 (Burying Fallen Blossoms) 

by Kong Zhaoqian 孔昭虔, Honglou Meng Chuanqi by Zhong Zhenkui (as 

mentioned above), Xiaoxiang Yuan Chuanqi 瀟湘怨傳奇 by Wan Rong’en 萬

榮恩, Jiang Heng Qiu 絳蘅秋 by Wu Lanzheng 吳蘭徵, San Chai Meng Beiqu 

三釵夢北曲 by Xu Hongpan 許鴻磐, Shi’er Chai Chuanqi 十二釵傳奇 by Zhu 

Fengsen 朱鳳森 , Honglou Meng Santao 紅樓夢散套  by Wu Gao 吳鎬 , 

Honglou Meng 紅樓夢 by Shi Yunyu 石韞玉, Honglou Meng Chuanqi 紅樓夢

傳奇 by Chen Zhonglin 陳鍾麟, and ‘Honglou’ Jiahua 紅樓佳話 by Zhou Yi 

周宜.
34

 Except for Kong Zhaoqian’s Zanghua (Burying Fallen Blossoms), all of 

these Honglou Meng plays are based on the full novel; some even incorporate 

plots from Honglou Meng sequels, including Zhong Zhenkui’s Honglou Meng 
Chuanqi, which brings the tragic love triangle in the original to a happy union. 

However, due to the length and complexity, producing the entire Honglou Meng 

on stage is nearly impossible. Most performers, therefore, chose to focus on 

individual acts or scenes (a common practice in traditional Chinese theater). A 

Honglou Meng repertoire performed in this fashion was quickly established as 

standard, and “Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms” was unquestionably the most 

popular.
35

  

As mentioned above, the earliest written play on this theme is Zhong 

Zhenkui’s Burying Fallen Blossoms (1792), which was incorporated into 

‘Honglou’ Meng Chuanqi in 1799. In 1796 Kong Zhaoqian’s single-act Burying 
Fallen Blossoms was also published, and afterward many more performative 

versions of the scene were created by other dramatists and performers. But 

Zhong Zhenkui’s version was best received. It was performed inside the family 

compounds of the elites:  

 

貴族豪門每於燈紅酒綠之餘，令二八女郎歌舞於紅氍毹上以娛賓客，而葬花一

齣尤為人所傾倒。 

 
In households of aristocracy and wealth, after banquets with red lanterns and green 

wines, [the hosts] often make girl actors who are about sixteen years of age sing and 

                                                 
34 For more information on these Honglou Meng plays, see Xu Fuming 1984, pp. 233-252; 

Liu Fengling 2004; Zheng Gongdun 1980; Chen Zumei 1982. 
35 The episode on burying fallen blossoms is included in all ten plays mentioned above. In Yi 

Su’s ‘Honglou Meng’ Shulu, in addition to the kunqu theater, Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms 

also appears in regional theaters such as zidi shu 子弟書, dagu 大鼓, qinqiang 秦腔, tanci 彈

詞, yueju 越劇, Fujian diao 福建調, and Jingju 京劇. The actual variety of regional theaters 

presenting this theme could easily go beyond this list. 
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dance on red carpets to entertain the guests. The act “Burying Fallen Blossoms” was 

particularly overwhelmingly admired.
36

  

 

It was also performed in theaters. Yang Zhangsheng’s 楊掌生 (1808?-1856?) 

Chang’an Kan Hua Ji 長安看花記 , for example, reviewed several actors’ 

performances of Zhong’s play.  

 

秀蘭，范姓，字小桐，[…] 所演雜劇，如葬花，折梅 […] 皆有可觀。 

 
Xiulan’s last name is Fan and style name is Xiaotong, […] The zaju he performed, 

such as “Burying Fallen Blossoms” and “Snapping a Plum Branch”[…] all have 

something worth seeing.37
 

 

鳳翎，陳姓，字鸞仙，[…] 仲雲澗填紅樓夢傳奇，葬花合警曲為一齣，南曲抑

揚抗墜，曲貴婉諧，非鸞仙所宜。 

 
Fengling’s last name is Chen and style name is Luanxian. […] Zhong Yunjian 

(Zhong Zhenkui) composed the drama Honglou Meng Chuanqi, which combines 

“Burying Fallen Blossoms” and “Alarmed by the Arias” into one act. The southern 

songs are melodious and harmonious, which are not suitable for Luanxian.
38

 

 

雙壽，錢姓，字眉仙，吳人。[…] 嘗演紅樓夢葬花，為瀟湘妃子，珠笠雲肩，

荷花鋤，亭亭而出，曼聲應節，幽咽纏綿，[…] 余目之曰幽豔。 

 
Shuangshou’s last name is Qian and style name is Meixian […] once he performed 

Honglou Meng’s “Burying Fallen Blossoms” as the River Queen [Daiyu]. Wearing a 

pearl hat and carrying a garden hoe on his shoulder, he appeared on the stage 

gracefully. His prolonged voice fell on the musical meters and was melancholy and 

affectionate […] I viewed the performance and commented ‘delicately gorgeous’.
39

  

 

There is a long tradition of evaluating and ranking actors and courtesans 

according to their appearance and skills. Yang’s writing is part of the trend in 

the mid-1830s, when comments on popular actors were written, published, and 

sold in mass quantities. Viewing performances in theaters was a common 

pastime, and many of the actors Yang described and discussed were top 

entertainers in the capital city. The popularity of Burying Fallen Blossoms in the 

Beijing theatrical circles witnessed by Yang took place exactly when Wang 

Xilian’s edition of Honglou Meng was first published. It is very likely that 

Wang’s choice of Daiyu illustration was influenced not only by previously 

                                                 
36 Wu Keqi 2002, pp. 341-342. 
37 Zhang Cixi 1988, p. 304. 
38 Ibid., pp. 307-308. 
39 Ibid., pp. 310-311. The costume described here reflects Zhong Zhenkui’s original costume 

and stage direction. 
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printed materials but also by the establishment of Lin Daiyu as a character 

performed on stage. 

Zhong’s ‘Honglou Meng’ Chuanqi belongs to the category of kunqu 崑曲, 

the elegant and refined performing art which dominated Chinese theater between 

the 16
th

 to the 18
th
 century. As kunqu declined in general, Beijing opera took 

over the stage. Mei Lanfang 梅蘭芳 (1894-1961) and Ouyang Yuqian 歐陽予倩 

(1889-1962), the two superstars, each staged his own version of Daiyu Burying 

Fallen Blossoms that brought sensational reactions. Mei’s version was produced 

in 1916.
40

 One of his focuses in this adaptation was the costume design. 

Recalling his friend’s comment on an amateur group’s performance, that the 

audience often booed and laughed at Daiyu’s conventional Beijing opera 

costume (far from popular imagination), Mei decided that his Daiyu should wear 

“ancient costume” (guzhuang 古裝), which drew inspiration from female figures 

found in traditional paintings. Before producing Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms, 

Mei had already successfully adopted “ancient costume” in his Lady Chang’e 

Flying to the Moon 嫦娥奔月, and in the extant photographs of Mei we can see 

that these costumes are very close to the clothing shown in the Honglou Meng 

book illustrations. 

Mei’s Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms premiered in Beijing’s Jixiang Yuan 

吉祥園 in January 1916 to a full house. Later in the same year, Mei was invited 

to perform in Shanghai’s Tianchan Wutai 天蟾舞台. During this visit he gave 

five sold-out performances and brought incredible commercial success to the 

theater. This play remained a theatrical phenomenon for more than ten years. In 

“Er-sanshi Niandai ‘Honglou’ Xi Yipie” 二、三十年代紅樓戲一瞥 , Du 

Chungeng 杜春耕 and Lü Qixiang 呂启祥 list a collection of Honglou Meng 

play advertisements printed in Beijing’s newspaper Qunqiang Bao 群強報.
41

 

Between September 1923 and May 1924, plus June 1928, Mei’s Daiyu Burying 

Fallen Blossoms was staged twenty-nine times. A sensational advertisement was 

issued for Mei’s performance on July 7
 
(the twentieth day of the fifth month in 

the lunar calendar), 1928: 

 
This play is one of the Honglou Meng plays by the Zhuiyu Studio. In the past ten 

years it has taken over the nation. Whether Chinese or foreign, people who listened 

to this drama all admired its highest and most beautiful spirit. It is because Mr. Mei is 

really able to capture the River Queen’s essence when he plays the part of Daiyu. In 

the play, the scene “Words from the Western Chamber supply a joke that offends; 

and songs from the Soul’s Return move a tender heart to anguish” is deep in feelings 

and incomparably exquisite and marvelous. The last aria is especially poignant. In 

                                                 
40 All references to Mei Lanfang in this essay are taken from Mei Lanfang et al. 2005, pp. 

265-274. 
41 Du Chungeng and Lü Qixiang 1996. 
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this season of dazzling sun, no one should miss this emotive and soul-stirring 

renowned play. Please arrive earlier to avoid losing the good seats in the theater.
42

  

 

Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms was not only popular on stage. As a celebrity, 

Mei was regularly photographed. As reflected in Lu Xun’s “On Photography” 

論照相之類, photographs of him performing in this play were widely displayed 

in Beijing: 

 
If one were to search Beijing day and night for one of these variously sized, ever-

alternating photographs that was not of a man of wealth and power, then, according 

to my humble knowledge, one would find only those of a single man: the Peking 

Opera star Mei Lanfang. Portraits of Mei Lanfang doing the Celestial Maiden 

Scatters Flowers and Daiyu Buries Flowers (acted in the style of the fairy Magu) are 

more elegant indeed than those of men of wealth and power, and this is sufficient to 

prove that the Chinese do indeed have eyes with aesthetic sensibility. If photographs 

of pompous men sticking out their chests and stomachs continue to be enlarged and 

hung out for display, this is simply because it cannot be helped. 

I have read The Dream of the Red Chamber, but before seeing these pictures of 

“Daiyu Burying Flowers,” I would never have imagined Daiyu’s eyes to protrude so, 

nor her lips to be so thick. I had always thought she should have a thin, consumptive 

face. Now I know hers is a visage radiating health and good fortune, just like that of 

Magu. One need only look at photographs of the string of imitators of the Heavenly 

Maiden (whose faces are contorted with pain because they are tightly bundled up like 

little children wearing new clothes) to understand immediately Mei Lanfang’s eternal 

appeal (his eyes and lips, of course, cannot be helped!). And this again is sufficient to 

prove that Chinese indeed do have eyes with aesthetic sensibility. 

[…] But what continued to adorn this all-but-ideal country of Cathay were those 

pictures of the “Celestial Maiden Scatters Flowers” and “Daiyu Burying Flowers”, 

which hung so imposingly in the windows of the photography studios.
43  

 

Lu Xun’s observation gives us a glimpse of celebrity photography in the 1920s, 

already ten years after Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms premiered. These mass-

produced and widely distributed photographs not only promoted the actor but 

also made the image of “Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms” a highly publicized 

and circulated item. There are a few such photographs still extant today. One of 

them, currently in Beijing’s Palace Museum, shows the actor carrying a garden 

hoe on his left shoulder with the flower bag hanging from the back end, while 

holding a small flower broom with the straws pointing down in his right hand 

(Fig. 4). The photograph was taken in a garden previously owned by a Manchu 

prince, in an attempt to emulate the Prospect Garden in the novel.
44

 Such 

photographs were displayed and sold in the photo studios, given away at the end 

                                                 
42 Ibid., p. 332. 
43 Lu Xun, “Lun Zhaoxiang zhi Lei”, Yusi 語絲 9 (January 12, 1925); collected in Fen 墳, 

reprinted in Lu Xun 1981, pp. 181-190. Transl. by Kirk A. Denton. Cf. Denton 1996, pp. 201-

202. 
44 Xu Jichuan 1980, pp. 45-46. 
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of special performances, and at the same time, printed on the inside of washbowls 

and on the back of mirrors sold in marketplaces. These stage photographs were spread to 

villages with the objects of daily life.
45

 

Thus “burying fallen blossoms” was transformed into tangible items that 

provided access to the heroine through multiple layers of reinterpretations: 

drama, actor, photography, and consumer goods. There might be people like Lu 

Xun who were not impressed by these representations, but the power of popular 

art and media was inevitable, and “Daiyu burying fallen blossoms” became a 

household phrase. 

  

 
 

Fig. 4. Mei Lanfang as Daiyu 

 

Ouyang Yuqian, another theatrical celebrity, also produced his own version of 

Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms. In 1917, only a year after Mei’s play premiered 

in Beijing, Ouyang’s version was staged in Shanghai. Ouyang’s production also 

brought immense box office success. In the beginning, Ouyang’s Daiyu wore a 

costume that was close to the style of “contemporary costume” (shizhuang 時

裝), but later he also changed it to “ancient costume”, possibly under Mei’s 

influence. Most relevant to this study, however, is Ouyang’s attempt to include a 

parrot in his production.
46

 In his version of Daiyu Burying Fallen Blossoms, 

there is an aria connecting the scene in which Daiyu is rejected outside of 

Baoyu’s residence and the scene in which she returns to her own place. Ouyang 

thought it was uninteresting if Daiyu just sat there and sang. In order to 

                                                 
45 Ibid., p. 46. 
46 The parrot scene is included in many of the late-Qing stage adaptations of Honglou Meng. 

It is not clear, however, if the scene was ever performed, and if so, whether a real parrot or a 

fake one would have been used on stage. 



Picturing Lin Daiyu   207 

emphasize her emotional transitions, he modified the aria and added a section in 

which Daiyu tries to occupy herself by playing the musical instrument qin 琴 

and coaching the parrot. This is an intriguing addition. Yet the well-intended 

plan did not translate well to actual performance, as stated by Ouyang himself: 

 
But it became a joke when I performed the scene with the parrot for the first time. I 

particularly bought a parrot for the scene and brought it onto the stage after I had 

kept it for a while. [At the performance,] it was fine in the beginning. To my surprise, 

when I moved closer to it, the bird opened its wings and wanted to fly. When it 

realized it couldn’t take off, it hung itself upside down on the perch, squawked loudly, 

and almost ruined the play. Luckily I could act according to what the circumstance 

demanded. On the original script I had a few more spoken lines. I canceled those 

lines. Instead, I looked at the parrot, shook my head gently, and sighed. Whenever 

the bird began to squawk, I began to sing and moved toward the door while singing. 

By doing so I had the audience refocus on my performance and rose above the crisis. 

After this I changed the parrot to a fake one, and later I simply eliminated this scene 

with the parrot.
47

 

 

As a longstanding literary and poetic trope, the parrot is not practical for 

performance and has been gradually forgotten by the viewers. On the contrary, 

“Daiyu burying fallen blossoms”, with its strong visual elements, continues as a 

national sensation. After stage adaptation and photography, it thrives in film and 

television. Through repetitive broadcasting via various media, this scene has 

been established as an icon, a signature, and a character in a moment with which 

viewers identify. As we continue to be exposed under these broadcasts, as with 

Mei Lanfang’s Daiyu photos in 1920s Beijing, we slowly drift away from the 

original text called Honglou Meng and reproduce the image more and more 

based on what we see. Since the parrot does not appear anymore, we forget it 

exists in Honglou Meng and do not include it in Lin Daiyu’s pictures.  

Indeed, there is still a field called hongxue 紅學, in which scholars devote 

themselves to the study of Honglou Meng as a text, but in the mainstream, 

knowing Honglou Meng has evolved from a textual, reading activity to a 

multimedia, viewing experience. Through viewing, people feel a familiarity with 

the story, which in turn gives them confidence to produce and reproduce similar 

elements. In this fashion, pictures of burying fallen blossoms are re-created, 

copied, modified, multiplied, collected, and circulated, forming a genre and an 

industry of its own. This is the modern spirit and celebration of Honglou Meng, 

which is not just a novel but a constellation of TV series, cinematic adaptations, 

theme parks, theme restaurants, and pictures that appear on every consumer 

product under the sun.
48

 Many alluring elements of the novel are forgotten, like 

                                                 
47 Ouyang Yuqian 1990, pp. 266-279. 
48 As Ming Qing Studies focuses on the late-imperial period, my discussion here does not 

include representations of Daiyu in contemporary media, which is an important part of the 

evolution of Daiyu’s images. I will explore the topic in another essay.  
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the parrot. But there is no need to lament. The fact that we are surrounded by 

pictures of Lin Daiyu shows that Honglou Meng continues to be a relevant part 

of contemporary life, not just words written some 250 years ago. This proves the 

viability and greatness of the novel. 
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THE CONCEPT OF QING IN HONGLOU MENG 

(PART 1) - HISTORICAL INHERITANCE 
 

YIU CHUN LAM 姚春琳1 
(The University of Hong Kong) 

 

 

Despite its indispensability for deciphering the novel, Honglou Meng 紅樓夢, 

the concept of qing (情) remains somewhat recondite, in part for the Buddhist 

implication it has acquired after the introduction of the religion in the Han 

Dynasty, in part for the evolution of its connotations, as well as the emergence 

of new interpretations. In the opinion of Halvor Eifring, “the term qing is highly 

ambiguous at all points of time”.
2
 Indeed, among the scholarly attempts to 

unravel the treatment of the concept in the novel, little consensus has been 

reached: 

 
Despite the fact that the concept of qing in Honglou Meng is incarnated in the guise 

romantic love, its deeper social implications lie in repudiation of rites.
3
 

 

Because the narrative privileges Buddhist paths to liberation, at least for the 

protagonists, I prefer to translate qing as ‘attachment’.
4
 

 

[...] though a love novel, Dream is ultimately concerned more with agape than with 

eros, more with sympathy and commiseration than with sexual passion [...]
5
 

 

One of the translators of the novel, David Hawkes, also explored the subject, 

propounding that the intended signification of qing in the novel should be 

‘feeling’ or ‘sentiment’, as opposed to the generally presumed ‘love’.
6
 While the 

intention of the author will always remain a mystery, a systematic study on the 

prevalent notions of the word at the time may serve to illumine the motif of the 

novel, and perhaps as well, the mentality of the protagonist. Hence this article is 

dedicated to exploring the lineage of the qing in Honglou Meng to a number of 

major figures in the late-Ming cult of qing, specifically Li Zhi 李贄 (1527-1602), 

                                                           
1 When quoting translations by other scholars, the Chinese terms are romanized in pinyin for 

the sake of consistency. The author would like to take this opportunity to express her gratitude 

to Mr. Poon and Dr. Chan for their guidance and support; she is also much indebted to 

Professor Santangelo and the two reviewers, for their valuable comments and suggestions.  
2 Eifring 2004, p. 5. 
3 Yu Ying-shih 2006, p. 194. The word qing is deliberately left untranslated to prevent any 

presuppositions of the concept.  
4 Levy 1999, p. 9. 
5 Hsia C.T. 1963, p. 262. 
6 Hawkes 1989, p. 257. 
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Tang Xianzu 湯顯祖 (1550-1616) and Feng Menglong馮夢龍 (1574-1645), for 

their conceptions of qing immensely influence the tradition of vernacular 

literature, and such conceptions are well present in Honglou Meng. 

 

 

1. Brief Historical Outline of the Concept of qing before Ming 

Dynasty 
 

In pre-Han times, qing is often employed to denote the truth or reality of 

someone or something. Such sense is intended in one of the two rare 

occurrences of the word in Lunyu 論語: 
 

曾子曰：上失其道，民散久矣。如得其情，則哀矜而勿喜。 

 

Zengzi said, “those in authority have lost the Way and the common people have, for 

long, been rootless. If you succeed in extracting the truth from them, do not 

congratulate yourself on this but have compassion on them”.
7
 

 

The same usage can be observed in other classical texts. The following are 

examples from Mengzi 孟子, Zhuangzi 莊子, and Zuozhuan 左傳 respectively: 

 

故聲聞過情，君子恥之。 
 

Thus a gentleman is ashamed of an exaggerated reputation.
8
 

 

可行已信，而不見其形，有情而無形。 
 

He can act - that is certain. Yet I cannot see his form. He has reality but no form.
9 

 

魯有名而無情。 
 

Lu has the name [of being a great State], but not the reality.
10

 

 

Apart from the actuality of someone or something, another principal 

signification of qing is man’s natural response to the external world, or as Chad 

Hansen frames it, ‘reality feedback’.
11

 In Anthony Yu’s penetrating analysis of 

the concept of qing in Honglou Meng, he concentrates on its shifting definitions 

in classical texts, alludes to its relevance to nature and disposition and thus, 

                                                           
7 Lunyu Shuzheng, pp. 496-498; Lau D.C. 1979, p. 155. 
8 Mengzi Yizhu, p. 190; Lau D.C. 1970, p. 131. 
9 Zhuangzi Jishi, p. 27; Watson 1968, p. 38, with modifications.  
10 Chunqiu Zuozhuan Zhu, Vol. 4, p. 1647; Legge 1960, p. 816. 
11 Hansen 1995, p. 196. 
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legitimates its existence.
12

 Indubitably, this sense of the word is closely related 

to human disposition. For example, in Xunzi 荀子, qing is elucidated as  

 

性之好、惡、喜、怒、哀、樂謂之情。 
 

the feelings of liking and disliking, of happiness and anger, and sadness and joy in 

one’s nature.
13

  

 

And in Li Ji 禮記, it is defined as something innate: 

 

何謂人情？喜怒哀懼愛惡欲七者，弗學而能。 

 
What are the feelings of men? They are joy, anger, sadness, fear, love, disliking and 

liking. These seven feelings belong to men without their learning them.
14

  

 

To put it briefly, Wong Siu-kit offers a concise summary of this sense of the 

word in his dissertation:  

 

[...] the word is used often freely interchangeably with such words as zhi (志), qing 

covers the whole range of the inner, non-physical activities of man; it covers all the 

activities of the ‘heart-mind’ as distinguished from the body; it is man’s total 

response to experience with the world – the non-physical as well as the physical 

world.
15

 

 

Owing to a lack of consensus view of its usage, as well as its ‘broad semantic 

range’,
16

 the meaning of qing varies from text to text, and from author to author. 

For example, in “Da Zongshi” 大宗師 of Zhuangzi, qing on the one hand, 

represents the essential nature of all things: 

 

死生，命也，其有夜旦之常，天也。人之有所不得與，皆物之情也。 
 

Life and death are fated – constant as the succession of dark and dawn, a matter of 

Heaven. There are some things which man can do nothing about – all are a matter of 

the nature of creatures.
17

 

 

On the one hand it refers to the actuality of a certain thing, for instance, it is 

stated that: 

                                                           
12 Yu Anthony 1997, pp. 53-82. 
13 Xunzi Jishi, p. 506. The translation follows Hutton 2014, p. 236. 
14 Li Ji, p. 164. The translation follows Legge 1885, p. 379. 
15 Wong Siu-kit 1969, pp. 12-13. 
16 Michael Puett rightly argues that, instead of having a single, unified definition, qing has 

always had a whole range of meanings, including ‘basic tendencies, inclinations, dispositions 

(including emotional dispositions), and fundamental qualities’. See Puett 2004, p. 42. 
17 Zhuangzi Jishi, pp. 108-109; Watson 1968, p. 80. 
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夫道，有情有信，无為无形。 
 

The Way has its reality and its signs but it without action or form.
18

 

 

The individual nuances render it almost impossible to conclude whether the term 

is approbative or pejorative in this period. In fact, even within the same piece of 

text, the attitude towards qing may be inconsistent. A very good example can be 

found in Xunzi. In “Tianlun” 天論, it is propounded that feelings are something 

intrinsic, something the sage nourishes: 

 

天職既立，天功既成，形具而神生，好惡喜怒哀樂臧焉，夫是之謂天情 [...] 聖

人清其天君，正其天官，備其天養，順其天政，養其天情，以全其天功。 
 

When the work of Heaven has been established and the accomplishments of Heaven 

have been completed, then the body is set and spirit arises. Liking, dislike, happiness, 

anger, sorrow, and joy are contained therein – these are called one’s Heavenly 

dispositions [...] The sage keeps clear his Heavenly lord, sets straight Heavenly 

faculties, makes complete his Heavenly nourishment, accords with his Heavenly 

government, and nurtures his Heavenly dispositions, so as to keep whole the 

accomplishment of Heaven.
19

 

 

There is not the slightest note of disapprobation of qing in the passage; actually, 

to violate one’s qing is considered the behaviour to lose the accomplishments of 

Heaven, and thus, a great misfortune. However, in another chapter, namely, 

“Xing’e” 性惡, qing is portrayed in a highly unfavourable light: 

 

然則從人之性，順人之情，必出於爭奪，合於犯分亂理，而歸於暴。 
 

Thus, if people follow along with their inborn dispositions and obey their nature, 

they are sure to come to struggle and contention, turn to disrupting social divisions 

and order, and end up becoming violent.
20

 

 

若夫目好色，耳好聽，口好味，心好利，骨體膚理好愉佚，是皆生於人之情性

者也。 
 

As for the way that the eyes like pretty colours, the ears like beautiful sounds, the 

mouth likes good flavours, the heart likes what is beneficial, and the bones and flesh 

like what is comfortable – these are produced from people’s inborn dispositions and 

nature.
21

 

 

                                                           
18 Zhuangzi Jishi, pp. 111-112; Watson 1968, p. 81. 
19 Xunzi Jishi, p. 366; Hutton 2014, pp. 176-177. 
20 Xunzi Jishi, p. 538; Hutton 2014, p. 248. 
21 Xunzi Jishi, p. 544; Hutton 2014, p. 250. 
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Xing and qing are seen as the origin of sensual desires; and the consequence of 

following them is disastrous. The inconsistency in Xunzi’s attitude to qing 

remains inscrutable. What is certain is the close connection between xing and 

qing in the chapter. While the word xing does not even occur in “Tianlun”, it is 

the centre of discussion in “Xing’e”. And almost every mention of qing is made 

beside the word xing. Would it be possible that the real object of Xunzi’s 

criticism is xing, and qing, denoting the feelings in nature as Xunzi himself 

defines it, is too inseparable from human nature in Xunzi’s perception to escape 

the criticism? 

Although Xunzi already shows scepticism about qing, it is often condemned 

together with xing. It is until Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒  (179-104 B.C.) 

amalgamates yin (陰) and yang (陽) elements with Confucianism that xing and 

qing are often dichotomised and evaluated in different lights, and the latter being 

singled out for censure. Of course well before Dong, the concept of yin and yang 

is already employed to explicate natural phenomena, for example, Xunzi sees 

the falling of stars and the groaning of trees as ‘changes in Heaven and Earth’ 

and ‘the transformations of yin and yang’ (星隊木鳴 [...] 是天地之變，陰陽之

化),
22

 but Dong is the one who applies it so extensively and classifies myriad 

things into these two categories. In Dong’s refashioned Confucianism, the 

cosmic forces yin and yang manifest themselves in both the universe, as well as 

the human world: 

 

天兩有陰陽之施, 身亦兩有貪仁之性。23 
 

Heaven has its dual operation of yin and yang (passive and active cosmic forces), and 

the person also has his dual nature of humanity and greed. 

 

Yet they are not placed on an equal footing, rather, they are arranged in 

hierarchical order. Yang takes precedence over yin and is elevated as the 

dominant force in the universe, which “has leadership and authority over the 

yin”.
24

 In short, anything associated with yin is deemed as negative, pessimistic 

or inferior, while all that is positive, optimistic and superior belongs to yang. In 

respect to human nature, Dong identifies xing as the embodiment of yang, and 

qing as yin, which not only injects undesirable overtones into the word qing, but 

also implies that restriction on qing is necessary: 

 

與天道一也, 是以陰之行不得干春夏,而月之魄常厭於日光。乍全乍傷。天之禁

陰如此, 安得不損其欲而輟其情以應天。 
 

                                                           
22 Xunzi Jishi, p. 373; Hutton 2014, p. 178. 
23 Chunqiu Fanlu Xinzhu, p. 212. Unless otherwise specified, all the English translations of 

Dong Zhongshu’s work follow Chan Wing-Tsit 1963a. 
24 Wang Robin 2005, p. 216. 

https://hk.dictionary.yahoo.com/dictionary?p=condemn
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[The way of man] and the Way of Heaven are the same. Consequently as yin 

functions, it cannot interfere with spring or summer (both correspond to yang), and 

the full moon is always overwhelmed by sunlight, so that at one moment it is full and 

at another it is not. This is the way Heaven restricts the operation of yin. How can 

[man] not reduce his desires and stop his feelings (both corresponding to yin) in 

order to respond to Heaven?
 25

 

 

In fact, Dong goes so far as to equate qing with desire:  

 

天命之謂命，命非聖人不行；質樸之謂性，性非教化不成；人欲之謂情，情非

度制不節。 
 

Heaven’s command I call the mandate; the mandate can only be put into practice by 

a sage. One’s substance I call nature; nature can only be completed through 

education. Human desire I call qing; qing can only be modulated through standards 

and regulations.26 

 

The definitions of nature and qing in Shuowen Jiezi 說文解字 well resonate 

with Dong’s dualistic ideas: xing is glossed as “the yang qi of a man, having 

goodness” (人之陽氣性善者也); whereas qing is “the yin qi of a man, having 

desires” (人之陰氣有欲者也).
27

 Such dichotomisation also leaves footprints on 

the philosophy of later generations, particularly the rationalistic wing of Neo-

Confucianism.
28

 

Indeed, Li Ao 李翱  (772-841), the Tang philosopher who is often reckoned 

as the precursor of Neo-Confucianism, severely castigates qing as ‘the evil 

dimension of xing’ (情者，性之邪也) in his most celebrated “Fuxing Shu” 復

性書: 

 

情本邪也、妄也，邪妄無因，人不能復；聖人既復其性矣，知情之為邪 [...] 
 

Qing is fundamentally both evil and vain. Evilness and vanity have no origin so 

people are clueless about how to recover their nature. Sages have recovered their 

nature and recognise that qing is evil [...]
29

 

 

Possibly the most biting condemnation of qing up to this point, Li Ao deepens 

and expands the disapprobation of qing that is so prevalent in the Han period as 

he urges people to recover their nature. That he and Han Yu 韓愈 (768-824) 

centre their philosophy on human nature predetermines its position as the focal 

                                                           
25 Chunqiu Fanlu Xinzhu, p. 212. 
26 Han Shu, p. 2501. The translation follows Puett 2004, p. 65. 
27 Shuowen Jiezi Zhu, p. 502. The translation is mine.  
28 Wang Robin argues that Zhu Xi’s ideas on nature are much shaped by Dong. See Wang 

Robin 2005, p. 223. 
29 “Fu Xingshu”, in Li Wengong Ji, p. 12. The translation is mine. 
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point for moral reflection. In Song Neo-Confucianism, the scholars of the 

School of Principle often juxtapose xing with qing to accentuate its superiority 

over the latter. According to Wu Cuncun, in propagating the eradication of 

human desires, the Cheng-Zhu school denounces not only desires, but also qing, 

as qing and yu have always been inseparable in Chinese philosophy.
30

 There is 

some truth in such a view, for the linkage between qing and yu is often pointed 

out. In “Yanzi Suohao Hexue Lun” 顏子所好何學論, Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033-

1107) eloquently asserts that: 

 

其本也真而靜，其未發也五性具焉，曰仁義禮智信。形既生矣，外物觸其形而

于中矣，其中動而七情出焉，曰喜怒哀懼愛惡欲。情既熾而益蕩，其性鑿矣。

是故覺者約其情使合于中 […] 

 

His original nature is pure and tranquil. Before it is aroused, the five moral principles 

of his nature, called humanity, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and faithfulness, are 

complete. As his physical form appears, it comes into contact with external things 

and is aroused from within. As it is aroused from within, the seven feelings (qing), 

called pleasure, anger, sorrow, joy, love, hate and desire, ensue. As feelings become 

strong and increasingly reckless, his nature becomes damaged. For this reason the 

enlightened person controls his feelings so that they will be in accord with the Mean 

[...]
31

 

 

Instead of using the classification of yin and yang as a basis, Cheng premises his 

argument on the states of human nature, namely the tranquil and the aroused. 

The state of tranquillity is equated with principle, the ideal of morality in Neo-

Confucianism; whereas the state of arousal is associated with qing, a morally 

questionable quality, which necessitates control, if not restraint, for qing is the 

ladder from which nature may descend to desires. According to his brother, 

Cheng Hao (1032-1085),  

 

人之情各有所蔽，故不能適道，大率患在於自私而用智。 

 
qing cannot follow and serve the Way because it is kept dark by different flaws, the 

major flaws of all are selfishness and opinionation.
32

  

 

Qing is associated with a more negative dimension of humanity and is deemed 

too dim to serve the Way. And Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130-1200) also proposes that  

 

心之本體本無不善，其流為不善者，情之遷于物而然也。 
 

                                                           
30 Wu Cuncun 2000, p. 12. 
31 “Yanzi Suohao Hexue Lun”, in Ercheng Ji, p. 577. The translation follows Chan Wing-Tsit 

1963a, pp. 547-548. 
32 “Da Hengqu Zhang Zihou Xiansheng Shu”, in Ercheng Ji, p. 460. The translation is mine. 
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the mind itself contains nothing malicious. That it descends to malice is because qing 

is moved by material things.
33

 

 

At first glance, the philosophers of the School of Principle would seem nothing 

more than a direct descendent of Li Ao and others of that ilk, who 

enthusiastically espouse xing and reject qing. But a closer scrutiny of their 

philosophy, especially Zhu Xi’s li-qi synthesis ( 理氣 ), reveals a more 

complicated story. To put it in a nutshell, principle (理) is an incorporeal, 

everlasting and unvarying essence that precedes the existence of heaven and 

earth; material force (氣) is a corporeal, transient and changable substance 

which generates and nourishes all things.
34

 To the casual eye, principle and 

material force may seem to be another dualism, but the fact of the matter is that 

the two are complementary: 

 

理未嘗離乎氣。然理形而上者，氣形而下者。自形而上下言，豈無先後！理無

形，氣便粗，有渣滓。 
 

Principle has never been separated from material force. However, principle “exists 

before physical form [and is therefore without it]” whereas material force “exists 

after physical form [and is therefore with it]”. Hence when spoken of as being before 

or after physical form, is there not the difference of priority and posteriority? 

Principle has no physical form, but material force is coarse and contains impurities.
35

 

 

The oneness of principle is manifested in different kinds of material force; the 

former is impartial and all good while the latter is partial and rich in diversity.36 

When bestowed on humans, nature corresponds to principle and has nothing that 

is not good (無有不善者).
37

 That some are born to be good and some to be bad 

is ascribable to the different endowments of material force (然而有生下來善底，

有生下來便惡底，此是氣稟不同).
38

 As for the relations between nature and 

qing, on the grounds of the differentiation between tranquillity and arousal 

formulated by his predecessors, Zhu Xi enunciates that: 

 

性是未動，情是已動，心包得已動未動。蓋心之未動則為性，已動則為情，所

謂「心統性情」也 [...] 心如水，性猶水之靜，情則水之流，欲則水之波瀾。 
 

Nature (xing) is the state before activity begins, the feelings (qing) are the state when 

activity has started, and the mind includes both of these states. For nature is the mind 

                                                           
33 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 92; Chan Wing-Tsit 1963a, p. 631. Unless otherwise specified, all 

the English translations of Zhuzi Yulei follow Chan Wing-Tsit 1963a. 
34 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, pp. 1-3. 
35 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 3; Chan Wing-Tsit 1963a, p. 634. 
36 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, pp. 64-65. 
37 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 83. 
38 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 69; the translation is mine. 
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before it is aroused, while feelings are the mind after it is aroused, as is expressed in 

[Chang Tsai’s 張載 (1020-1077)] saying, “the mind commands man’s nature and 

feelings” [...] The mind is comparable to water, nature is comparable to the 

tranquillity of still water, feeling (qing) is comparable to the flow of water, and desire 

is comparable to its waves.
39

 

 

Much similar to his ideas of material force and principle, qing is closely 

associated with xing, “the former being capable of good and evil while the latter 

is completely good” (情有善惡，性則全善).
40

 Both are governed by the mind; 

xing is the substance and qing is the function.
41

 And his belief that “xing cannot 

be spoken of whereas qing can be” (性不可說，情卻可說)
 42

 runs parallel to 

the non-physicality of principle and physicality of material force. Indeed, he 

often identifies xing with principle (性即理);
43

 and in his explication of Mengzi, 

Zhu Xi draws a connection between qing and material force: 

 

七情是氣之發。 
 

The seven feelings are aroused by material force.
44 

 

The connection between qing and material force is perhaps intended to show 

that much the same as the latter, qing also has the potential for both supreme 

good and evil. In fact, among the major Song neo-Confucianists, Zhu Xi is 

relatively less distrustful of qing. While philosophers like Shao Yong 邵雍 

(1001-1077) attach a strict dichotomy between xing and qing and proclaim the 

undesirability of the latter: 

 

以物觀物，性也；以我觀物，情也。性公而明，情偏而暗。 
 

To view things from the viewpoint of things is xing; to view things from the 

viewpoint of the viewer is qing. Xing is impartial and illuminated; qing is partial and 

obscured.
45

 

 

任我則情，情則蔽，蔽則昏矣；因物則性，性則神，神則明矣。 
 

To indulge oneself is qing, and qing obscures: obscurity is darkness. To respect (or 

‘go by’) things is xing, and xing leads to a divine understanding ( 神 ): that 

understanding is brightness itself.
46

 

                                                           
39 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 93; Chan Wing-Tsit 1963a, p. 631. 
40 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 90. The translation is mine. 
41 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 91. 
42 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 4, p. 1380. The translation is mine. 
43 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, pp. 82-83, 88, 93-94, 96. 
44 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 4, p. 1297. The translation is mine. 
45  Huangji Jingshi Guanwu Waipian Yanyi, p. 173. The translation follows Wong Siu-kit 

1969, p. 124, with modications. 
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Zhu Xi, on the other hand, not only dismisses Li Ao’s promotion of 

extinguishing qing to recover xing as erroneous,
47

 but also likens qing to the 

four beginnings of virtue (四端) proposed by Mengzi. 

 

所謂「四端」者，皆情也。仁是性，惻隱是情。惻隱是仁發出來底端芽，如一

箇穀種相似，穀之生是性，發為萌芽是情。所謂性，只是那仁義禮知四者而已。

四件無不善，發出來則有不善，何故？殘忍便是那惻隱反底，冒昧便是那羞惡

反底。 
 

The so-called four beginnings are all qing. Benevolence is nature; commiseration is 

qing.
 
Commiseration is the sprout of benevolence, resembling grain seed. The birth 

of the grain is nature, the sprout, qing. What is meant by nature is benevolence, 

righteousness, propriety and wisdom only, none of which is not good. Yet why is it 

that the shoots sprouted can be not good? Cruelty is the opposite aspect of 

commiseration; impertinence is the opposite aspect of the sense of shame.
48

 

 

Indubitably, xing is still the higher moral truth and qing remains questionable 

especially because “[d]esire emanates from feelings” (欲是情發出來底).
49

 But as 

a whole, Zhu Xi does not subscribe to the incompatibility between xing and qing; 

instead, they are interrelated. What he stresses is the malleability of qing, its 

potentialities as well as possibilities. Being the sprout of virtue, if carefully 

nurtured, qing can blossom into the four virtues. The common ground shared by 

the Song neo-Confucianists is perhaps the necessity of human intervention. 

Constant preserving, nourishment and self-scrutiny are required to keep it in the 

state of equilibrium and harmony. After all, qing still contains a certain level of 

equivocality. And among most Song neo-Confucianists there is an undercurrent 

scepticism about it, for it is the ‘the flow of water’, the fountainhead of desires; 

and its waves, when substantial, may destroy the principle of heaven.  

Surely much more can be detailed to explicate the development of the 

concept of qing, but the above passage will serve as a cessation of further 

discussion here, for it is not much pertinent to the subject matter. We will 

henceforth centre on the ascendency qing in Ming and Qing, following the 

liberation of thoughts from the Confucian tenets and the decline of traditional 

social structure, and the influential thoughts in late Ming and Qing which shape 

the concept and thus conduce to its unique colours in Honglou Meng. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                        
46  Huangji Jingshi Guanwu Waipian Yanyi, p. 171. The translation follows Wong Siu-kit 

1969, p. 125. 
47 Zhu Xi criticises Li for being confused by Buddhist tenets without knowing it. See Zhuzi 

Yulei, Vol. 4, p. 1381. 
48 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 4, p. 1380. The translation is mine.  
49 Zhuzi Yulei, Vol. 1, p. 93. Chan Wing-Tsit 1963a, p. 631. 



The Concept of ‘qing’ in Honglou Meng    221 
 

2. The Dominant Ideologies of the Ming Dynasty 
 

Ever since the Ming Dynasty, society has gone through a series of changes. 

These changes include the weakening of ‘feudal social order’;
50

 the emergence 

of the elements of capitalism from the mid to late Ming;
51

 and an antipathy 

towards the artificiality in writing engendered by the prevailing Archaism.
52

 

These social changes prompt literati to reflect on the orthodox Confucian 

doctrines, which results in the birth of a set of revolutionary beliefs, and on top 

of that, some groundbreaking views on qing. Contrary to the previous belief that 

qing poses a potential threat to human nature, “a counter-group of thinkers [posit] 

the emotions and even desires as an integral and positive aspect of human 

nature”.
53

 This curious elevation of qing in late Ming and Qing has been 

designated ‘the cult of qing’ by recent scholarship. Among the predecessors of 

the central figures in the cult of qing, Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472-1529) is 

the one pioneering intellectual who challenges the sacrosanct Confucius, 

suggesting that ‘mind’ (心), instead of Confucian teachings, should be the 

ultimate basis for one’s judgement: 

 

夫學貴得之心。求之於心而非也,雖其言之出於孔子,不敢以為是也,而況其未

及孔子者乎! 求之於心而是也, 雖其言之出於庸常, 不敢以為非也, 而況其出於

孔子乎! 
 

If words are examined in the mind and found to be wrong, although they have come 

from the mouth of Confucius, I dare not accept them as correct. How much less those 

from people inferior to Confucius! If words are examined in the mind and found to 

be correct, although they have come from the mouth of ordinary people, I dare not 

regard them as wrong. How much less those of Confucius.
54

 

 

Though many of his ideas are trailblazing, his opinion of qing conforms to 

mainstream Confucian ethos, which regards it with suspicion and distrust: 

 

任情恣意之害, 亦以不能精察天理於此心之良知而已。 
 

                                                           
50 As suggested in The Path of Beauty: A Study of Chinese Aesthetics: “As the feudal order 

weakened and the class structure changed, something new was growing and with it a more 

complex social order that benefited the development of individualism”. See Li Zehou 1994, p. 

210. 
51 Min Ze 1981, p. 705; Li Shu 1957, pp. 742-780. 
52 Owen 1996, p. 807. Also see Chaves 1983 for the explanation of the ‘authentic’ in Gong’an 

school. 
53 Epstein 2001, p. 60. 
54 Chuanxi Lu Xiangzhu Jiping, p. 248. Unless otherwise specified, all the translations of 

Chuanxi Lu follow Chan Wing-tsit 1963b. 
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The harm of giving free rein to one’s passions (qing) and indulging in one’s own will 

is likewise due only to the failure to examine carefully the Principle of Nature in the 

innate knowledge (良知 liangzhi) of our mind.
55

 

 

In Wang’s opinion, relinquishing one’s grip on qing is seen as a fallout of failing 

to acquire one’s innate knowledge. This is indeed a severe accusation 

considering the cardinal importance of innate knowledge to his philosophy. As 

an antecedent of the late Ming cult of qing, his major contribution lies in his 

bold questioning of the deep-seated beliefs, and more saliently, his introduction 

of an individual-based ethic: 

 

爾那一點良知,是爾自家底準則。爾意念著處, 他是便知是, 非便知非, 更瞞地

一些不得。爾只不要欺他, 實實落落依著他做去, 善便存, 惡便去。 
 

Your innate knowledge is your own standard. When you direct your thought your 

innate knowledge knows that it is right if it is right and wrong if it is wrong. You 

cannot keep anything from it. Just don’t try to deceive it but sincerely and truly 

follow it in whatever you do. Then the good will be preserved and evil will be 

removed.
56

 

 

Initiating a shift in moral standards, from universal and prescriptive to individual 

and intuitive, Wang Yangming lays the groundwork for individualism and self-

liberation. As stated by William Theodore de Bary,  

 
[t]his subjective approach open[s] up almost unlimited possibilities for individual 

development and self-expression, and it [i]s the mission of the later Wang Yang-

ming school to explore these possibilities to the limit.
57

  

 

Wang’s theory becomes the basis for some of the most individualistic thoughts 

ever existed in Chinese philosophy. His School of the Mind produces 

nonconformists such as Wang Gen 王艮 (1483-1541), Yan Jun 顏鈞 (1504-

1596), Luo Rufang 羅汝芳 (1515-1588), He Xinyin 何心隱 (1517-1579) and 

Jiao Hong 焦竑 (1540-1620), aka the left-wing Taizhou School (泰洲學派),
58

 

who, in the opinion of Cheng Yuyin, operate as a bridge between the more 

censorious attitude towards qing and its positive evaluation, as well as the 

transition from the xing-oriented discourse to a more qing-focused discussion.
59

 

Their celebration of the self and man’s intrinsic worth is unparalleled in history 

and from the Taizhou School stems the advent of the most iconoclastic thinker, 

Li Zhi, who carries forward the intuitive sense of right and wrong promulgated 
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by Wang Yangming to the point where being oneself overrides even Confucius’ 

teachings: 

 

夫天生一人, 自有一人之用, 不待取給於孔子而後足也。若必待取足於孔子, 則

千古以前無孔子, 终不得為人乎? 

 
Each man Heaven gives birth to has his own individual function and he does not 

need learn this from Confucius. If he did need to learn it from Confucius, then in all 

the ages before Confucius could no one have achieved real manhood?
60

 

 

Basing on a moral relativism, he publicly condemns the contemporary Archaists, 

orthordox neo-Confucians and basically anyone who follows ancient sages as a 

model for being inauthentic. His renowned “discourse ‘On the Child-Mind’ (童

心說) touches a whole younger generation”.
61

 And his influence in the late Ming 

is too immense to be overlooked: 

 
In his biography we read that “scholars willingly worshipped at his door [...] scholars 

in the southern capital flocked to him as if driven by the wind”; and “both along the 

great Yangtze River and in the north, people listened attentively and were moved by 

his teachings”.
62

 

 

Although Li Zhi writes very little on the concept of qing, his thinking does 

contribute to shape its development. Owing to his advocacy of ‘child-mind’, in 

other words, genuineness or innocence, the element ‘genuineness’ is augmented 

to the concept of qing.
63

 True feelings (真情 ) are championed. And more 

importantly, as opposed to Zhu Xi’s urge to “conserve the principle of heaven 

and extinguish human desires” and the hypocrisy inspired by such urge, Li Zhi 

accepts and justifies the existence of human desires
64

 and even self-interest:  

 

人必有私，而後其心乃見，若無私則無心矣。如服田者，私有秋之獲而後治田

必力；居家者，私積倉之獲而後治家必力；為學者，私進取之獲而後舉業之治

也必力。故官人而不私以祿，則雖召之，必不來矣；苟無高爵，則雖勸之，必

不至矣。雖有孔子之聖，茍無司寇之任，相事之攝，必不能一日安其身於魯也

決矣。此自然之理。 
 

Human beings necessarily are self-interested, and their heart-minds are comprised of 

these interests. Without self-interest there is no heart-mind. If a farmer self-

interestedly desires to bring in a harvest in the fall, he will exert all his efforts in 

tilling the fields. If one who governs a household self-interestedly desires to grow 

                                                           
60 Fen Shu, in Li Zhi Wenji, p. 15. The translation follows de Bary 1970, p. 199. 
61 Owen 1996, p. 807. 
62 Li Zehou 1994, p. 214. 
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224    MING QING STUDIES 2016 

wealthy, he will exert all his efforts in managing his estate. If one who pursues 

learning self-interestedly desires the rewards due to an official, he will exert all his 

efforts in preparing for the Civil Service Examinations. If a bureaucrat is not given 

emoluments, even if he is summoned to take an official position he will not accept. If 

a person is not esteemed with a high rank, then even if he is urged to take the 

position, he will certainly not respond. Even with a sage such as Kongzi (Confucius), 

if he were not given the position of the Minister of Justice and the duty of an acting 

prime minister, certainly he would not settle down in the state of Lu for even one day. 

This is the way things naturally are.
65

 

 

What really breaks fresh ground and distinguishes Li from other neo-Confucians 

is his embrace of human desires. Even Wang Yangming, remarkable for his 

pioneering deviation from the conventional, rationalistic Cheng-Zhu School of 

Confucianism, espouses the eradication of desires: 

 

須有箇掃除廓清之意。無事時，將好色、好貨、好名等私逐一追究搜尋出來，

定要拔去病根，永不復起，方始為快。 
 

There must be the determination to wipe them out thoroughly and completely. Before 

things happen, each and every selfish desire for sex, wealth, and fame must be 

discovered. The root of the trouble must be pulled up and thrown away so that it will 

never sprout again. Only then can we feel fine.
66

 

 

Yet Li, granted that he is highly influenced by Wang’s philosophy, takes a 

quantum leap forward to acknowledge desires as something natural and 

spontaneous. Such maverick originality should at least be honoured as a 

significant mark of the beginning of the liberation of thoughts, as well as 

individual self, from the dogmatic, doctrinal Confucian culture. In the following 

section, Li’s writings will be examined closely along with Honglou Meng in 

order to illustrate a communion of essentials shared by Li’s philosophy and the 

concept of qing in Honglou Meng. 

 

 

3. Commonalities between Li Zhi’s Thinking and the qing of 

Honglou Meng 
 

Though separated by an interval of some two hundred years, the central theme 

of the novel, qing, well resonates with Li Zhi’s ethics. Indeed, as discerned by 

Maram Epstein, 
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[h]is conceptualization of desire influence[s] vernacular fiction profoundly, and 

many of the values expressed in his writings continue to shape fiction through the 

Qing Dynasty.
67

 

 

In the case of Honglou Meng, no one can deny that the protagonist, Baoyu, 

possesses the ‘child-mind’ which Li so ardently preaches. Zhang Jinchi shares a 

similar view and proposes that Cao Xueqin 曹雪芹 (1715-1763) both inherits 

and expands on Li Zhi’s theory of the child-mind.
68

 In Li’s most celebrated 

essay, “On the Child-Mind”, he gives a detailed description of the child-mind 

and how conformity and Confucian canon corrupt it: 

 

夫童心者，絕假純真，最初一念之本心也。若失卻童心，便失卻真心；失卻真

心，便失卻真人。人而非真，全不復有初矣 [...] 夫心之初，曷可失也？然童心

胡然而遽失也? 蓋方其始也，有聞見從耳目而入，而以為主於其內而童心失。

其長也，有道理從聞見而入，而以為主於其內而童心失 [...] 於是焉又知美名

之可好也，而務欲以揚之而童心失。知不美之名之可醜也，而務欲以掩之而童

心失。 
 

Free of all falseness and entirely genuine, the child-mind is the original mind of 

one’s very first thought. Loss of the child-mind means loss of the genuine mind, and 

a loss of the genuine mind means loss of the genuine person [...] How could mind’s 

beginnings ever be lost – but then how does it happen that the child-mind is indeed 

lost so abruptly? Initially, things seen and heard come in through eyes and ears. And 

when we take these as the governing factors from without, the child-mind is lost. As 

we grow older, the Way and Inherent Pattern come in through what we see and hear. 

And when we take these as the governing factors from without, the child-mind is lost 

[...] At that point we further learn that to be praised is desirable; we endeavour to 

enhance opinion of ourselves, and the child-mind is lost. We learn that to be 

criticized by others is undesirable; we endeavour to avoid that, and the child-mind is 

lost.
69

 

 

Baoyu is apparently a living embodiment of Li’s ideals. We know that Baoyu 

has a predisposition to muliebrity, as he stretches for “combs, bracelets, pot of 

rouge and powder and the like” (伸手只把些脂粉釵環抓來)
70

 when he is only 

twelve months old. This predisposition is what Li Zhi calls the original mind, 

and ironically what Jia Zheng deems as an innate propensity for promiscuity. 

Baoyu manages to preserve it even after he comes into contact with the external 

                                                           
67 Epstein 2001, p. 76. 
68 Zhang Jinchi 2009, p. 180. 
69 Fen Shu, in Li Zhi Wenji, p. 92. The translation follows Owen 1996, pp. 808-809. 
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world. For example, in Chapter 19, he smears his face with the rouge he makes; 

in Chapter 24, he implores Faithful to let him have a taste of her lipstick; and in 

Chapter 44, he proudly presents his collection of maquillage to Patience. Li 

Zhi’s theory maintains the Way and Inherent Pattern which come from 

“extensive reading and judgement about what is morally right” have a 

deleterious effect on the preservation of the child-mind. For Li, the classics are 

nothing but ‘passages of excessive adoration’ and ‘inordinate praise’ recorded 

by ‘inexperienced followers and dim-witted disciples’ (非其史官過為褒崇之詞，

則其臣子極為讚美之語，又不然，則其迂闊門徒、懵懂弟子[...]).
71

 Similar 

to Li Zhi, Baoyu also harbours doubts, if not dread, for classics. That Baoyu 

possesses the child-mind is perhaps due to his aversion to Confucian classics 

and conventions. His tense relationship with his orthodox father certainly 

reveals it. When he first appears in Chapter 3, it is more explicitly spelt out in 

the lyric poem, Moon on West River: 

 

愚頑怕讀文章。 
 

A doltish mule, to study disinclined.
72

 

 

And when he tries to think of a name for Daiyu, he directly expresses his 

reservations about classics:  

 

除四書外杜撰的太多 [...] 
 

There are lots of made-up things in books – apart from the Four Books, of course.
73

 

 

In addition to Confucian principles, Li Zhi also regards the attitude of other 

people as a detriment to the child-mind. The child-mind is lost as we take in and 

internalise the opinions of others. Yet in Baoyu’s case, despite his father’s 

displeasure,
74

 Aroma’s admonishments,
75

 and even Daiyu’s censure,
76

 his 

natural inclinations remain incorrigible. Eccentric and outrageous as he may 

seem, he is most truthful to his original mind and feelings, many a time at the 

expense of general etiquette and the impression he makes on others. For instance, 

when he first meets Daiyu, regardless of her opinion of him, he wildly dashes 

his precious jade to the ground in a fit of temper.
77

 Other examples include his 

impassioned blood-spitting in the wake of Qinshi’s death,
78

 as well as his wilful
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plea for Ying-chun’s return.
79

 Rites and conventions weigh little in the way he 

behaves, while genuine feeling is the only guide. In his essay, “Cao Xueqin de 

Fan Chuantong Sixiang” 曹雪芹的反傳統思想, Yu Ying-shih proposes the 

irreconcilability of qing and rites in Honglou Meng, for the former is ‘genuine’ 

and ‘undefiled’ and the latter ‘artificial’ and ‘contaminated’.
80

 Such 

irreconcilability well parallels Li Zhi’s distinction between the child-mind and 

external influences.  

What is most peculiar about the concept of qing in Honglou Meng is its 

union with desires. According to Wang Guowei, the word yu (玉 jade) in the 

names of the two main protagonists, Baoyu and Daiyu is a pun on it homophone 

yu (欲 desire).
81

 By incorporating the desire element in their names, the author 

tacitly endorses its existence. In Chapter 6, after his dream visit to the Land of 

Illusion, Baoyu has his first taste of sex. Surely one can argue that the qing 

portrayed in Honglou Meng never disowns sex, as suggested by Wu Cuncun.
82

 

But there is more to it than meets the eye. The treatment of Baoyu’s lovemaking 

and that of other characters show a marked difference in the author’s attitude 

and judgement. The most remarkable example is Jia Rui’s fleshly, lecherous 

desire for Xifeng and his repulsive death in Chapters 11 and 12. In the scene 

where he mistakes the hooded Jia Rong for Xifeng, he is depicted both blatant 

and ravening as he loses no time in unclothing himself. And his repugnant 

desires culminate as he is found lying dead in a pool of semen after he joins 

Xifeng in several lovemaking episodes inside the Precious Mirror of Romance.
83

 

It contrasts greatly with ‘the art of love’ (雲雨之事) that Baoyu previously 

performs with Aroma. And still, the more striking fact is Baoyu’s tender age at 

the time. He is too young to have sex in any sense, yet there is not a slightest 

tinge of criticism in the narration. Li Waiyee even opines that  

 
Baoyu’s loss of virginity, despite some graphic details, is one of the most innocent 

and ‘guilt-free’ accounts of sexual intimacy in late-imperial Chinese literature.
84

  

 

One is prompted to ponder on the fundamentals of this qing that allow such 

ostensibly immoral behaviour. Regarding the matter, Yu Ying-shih attempts a 

dualistic explanation: 
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我們可以這樣說，原則上曹雪芹在大觀園是只寫情而不寫淫的, 而且他把外面

世界的淫穢渲染得淋漓盡致, 便正是為了和園內淨化的情感生活作一個鮮明的

對照。 
 

What we can say is that, in principle, within the realm of Takuanyuan, Ts’ao Hsueh-

ch’in wrote only about love and not lust. Rather, he had given the most vivid 

descriptions of the lasciviousness of the outside world so that it could serve as a 

sharp contrast to the life of rarefied emotions that was led by those who dwelt in the 

garden.
85

 

 

Nevertheless, such explanation is somewhat inadequate not only because Baoyu 

has long performed his sexual, if not lustful, experiment before he enters the 

Prospect Garden, but more importantly, because the ‘rarefied emotions’ alone do 

not suffice to constitute the qing in the novel. And it fails to account for the 

neutral tone in the author’s depiction of the sex scene of Baoyu. Here perhaps Li 

Zhi’s philosophy offers a more insightful angle. Apart from the aforementioned 

justification of human desires, Li also propounds that there is initially no right or 

wrong, it is only that throughout the history, people abide by Confucius’ morals 

and take them for granted. He believes the ‘child-mind’ should be the only code 

of ethics.
86

 If the same applies to the qing in Honglou Meng, would not it be less 

surprising that Baoyu, being one of the few characters who possess the genuine 

‘child-mind’, and who acts on his first thoughts and true feelings, is not subject 

to the conventional standards of behaviour which the author also distrusts?  

Apart from its guileless, child-like nature, legitimacy of human desires and 

scepticism about the long-standing traditions, there are yet more attributes in the 

qing of Honglou Meng that reverberate Li Zhi’s thoughts. Among them a 

significant one is its due regard for women. In “Da yi Nüren Xue Dao Wei Jian 

Duan Shu” 答以女人學道為見短書, Li argues: 

 

故謂人有男女則可，謂見有男女豈可乎？謂見有長短則可，謂男子之見盡長，

女人之見盡短，又豈可乎？ 
 

To say that woman and man exist is acceptable. But to say there exists woman’s 

vision and man’s vision, how can that be acceptable? To say that short-sightedness 

and far-sightedness exist is acceptable. But to say that a man’s vision is entirely far-

sighted and a woma’s vision is wholly short-sighted, once again, how can that be 

acceptable?
87
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He not only denounces the wrongs of the deep-seated belief that women are in 

every way inferior to men, but also proposes new ideas that would seem 

heretical at the time. In “Fufu Lun: Yin Chu You Gan” 夫婦論:因畜有感, Li 

espouses a radical notion which upsets the well-established five cardinal 

relationships:
88

  

 

夫婦, 人之始也。有夫婦然後有父子, 有父子然後有兄弟, 有兄弟然後有上下。

夫婦正, 然後萬事無不出於正。 
 

Husband and wife are the origin of humankind. Only when there is husband and wife 

is there father and son. Only when there is father and son is there elder and younger 

brother. Only when there is elder and younger brother is there superior and 

subordinate. Now, if the relations between husband and wife are properly established, 

then amongst the myriad things, nothing will fail to find its proper state.
89

 

 

By overturning a social hierarchy so sacrosanct and inviolable, positing husband 

and wife above the other four relations, Li affirms women’s role as a requisite 

for creation and thus implicitly raises their status. Li Zhi repudiates that woman 

must be subservient to man, and approves of Zhuo Wenjun’s remarriage.
90

 As 

suggested by Feng Youlan, Li’s attitude towards women marks the beginning of 

their liberation, as well as the dwindling of the traditional, hierarchical society.
91

 

In Honglou Meng, echoes of this idea can frequently be found. While it is 

doubtless far-fetched to suggest that any form of gender equality is actually 

achieved, it should be noted that the female characters are the pivot of the novel, 

the centre, the core. That one of the five titles, The Twelve Beauties of Jinling 金

陵十二釵, directly pertains to the major female characters may well serve as 

convincing testimony, let alone the confessionary introduction recorded in most 

of the earliest manuscripts prior to the beginning of the story, which clearly 

states Cao’s purport of creating the novel:  

 

然閨閣中本自歷歷有人, 萬不可因我之不肖, 自護己短, 一併使其泯滅也。 
 

I resolved that, however unsightly my own shortcomings might be, I must not, for the 

sake of keeping them hid, allow those wonderful girls to pass into oblivion without a 

memorial.
92

  

 

Surely one may argue that the central storyline still lies in the journey of Baoyu 

from a deluded, spoilt, young master in an aristocratic family, to an enlightened, 
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lucid, free spirit who assumes a priestly vocation. But this journey is precisely 

woven of the lives of his ‘slips of girls’ who are portrayed, in one way or 

another, more superior to the protagonist.
93

 For instance, Daiyu is depicted as 

the poet laureate among the inmates of the Prospect Garden. Her talent is 

manifested not only in her triumph in the treatment of chrysanthemum themes in 

Chapter 38, but more explicitly in her secret assistance to Baoyu as he struggles 

to finish the last poem before Her Highness the Imperial Concubine, 

Yuanchun.
94

 In addition to limning the merit and superiority of the female 

characters, the author also injects in Baoyu, the epitome of the non-

discriminatory qing of the novel, a set of most extraordinary beliefs which 

challenge the long-established androcentrism. At the very outset of the story, we 

are informed by the gossipy Leng Zixing of Baoyu’s heterodox theory: 

 

女兒是水作的骨肉, 男人是泥作的骨肉。我見了女兒, 我便清爽; 見了男子, 使

覺臭氣逼人。 
 

Girls are made of water and boys are made of mud. When I am with girls I feel fresh 

and clean, but when I am with boys I feel stupid and nasty.
95

 

 

In a later chapter, after Baoyu has clapped eyes on Li Wan’s cousins and 

Baochai’s younger cousin, exalted and rapturous, he hurries back to his abode to 

tell his maids: 

 

更奇在你們成日家只說寶姐姐是絕色人物, 你們如今瞧瞧他這妹子, 還有大嫂

子這兩個妹子, 我竟形容不出了。老天, 老天, 你有多少精華靈秀, 生出這些人

上之人來! 可知我井底之蛙 [...] 

 

[...] as for the sister – you’re always saying what a beauty Cousin Chai is, but wait till 

you’ve seen her! And then there are my sister-in-law’s two cousins – well, words just 

fail me! Heavenly lord, what a store of beauty you must have at your disposal to be 

able to produce such paragons! I’ve been like the frog living at the bottom of the well 

who thought the world was a little round pool of water.
96

  

 

Such high opinion of females conjures up Li Zhi’s admiration for outstanding 

women such as King Wu’s wife, Yi Jiang邑姜 (no date available), King Wen’s 

wife, Tai Si大姒 (no date available) and the distinguished poet, Xue Tao 薛濤 

(768-832): 
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余謂此等遠見女子, 正人家吉祥善瑞, 非數百年積德未易生也 [...] 吁! 一文才

如濤者,猶能使人傾千里慕之, 況持黃面老子之道以行游斯世, 苟得出世之人, 

有不心服者乎? 
 

As for me, I believe that women such as Wen Mu and Yi Jiang who have far-sighted 

vision are the propitious omen of a proper family. If it were not the case that these 

women had accumulated virtue through countless hundreds of years, they could not 

so easily have been born [...] Ah! A literary talent such as Tao is still able to cause 

those from a thousand miles away to strain their necks in admiration of her. What if 

one were to meet a woman who wandered in the refined world with an understanding 

achieved by studying the Buddha’s teachings? If one were to meet a woman who 

transcended this material world, would it be possible for anybody not to greatly 

admire her?
97

 

 

However idiosyncratic, if not inconceivable, Li Zhi’s remarks may seem in his 

times, he does find a kindred spirit in Baoyu, who indeed meets women of other-

worldly beauty and spirituality, and who develops such admiration for women to 

new heights. Baoyu’s quasi-worship of girls is evinced by the ready services he 

volunteers despite his status, be it his tender comb of Musk’s hair,
98

 his 

solicitous help with Patience’s toilet
99

 or his generous offer of Aroma’s skirt to 

Caltrop.
100

 No wonder scholars denominate him as ‘the centre of the feminine 

world’,
101

 or more figuratively, ‘the Crown of the beauties’ (諸艷之冠),
102

 

revealing his identification with females. Nonetheless, it should be noted that 

Baoyu’s adoration of girls is not based on blind discrimination against males but 

a somewhat reasonable yet zany notion:  

 

因他自幼姊妹叢中長大, 親姊妹有元春探春, 叔伯的有迎春惜春, 親戚中又有史

湘雲林黛玉薛寶釵等諸人, 他便料定原來天生人為萬物之靈, 凡山川日月之精

秀只鍾於女兒, 鬚眉男子不過是些渣滓濁沫而已。 
 

Baoyu had from early youth grown up among girls. There were his sisters Yuanchun 

and Tanchun, his cousins of the same surname Yingchun and Xichun, and his distaff 

cousins Shi Xiangyun, Lin Daiyu and Xue Baochai. As a result of this upbringing, he 

had come to the conclusion that the pure essence of humanity was all concentrated in 

the female of the species and that males were its mere dregs and offscourings.
103

 

 

                                                           
97 Fen Shu, in Li Zhi Wenji, pp. 54-55. 
98 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, pp. 202-203 
99 Honglou Meng, Vol. 2, pp. 470-472. 
100 Honglou Meng, Vol. 2, pp. 691-693. 
101 Yee Angelina 1990, p. 633. 
102 Soong Stephen 2000, pp. 39-78. In the article, Soong points out that the term ‘the Crown 

of the beauties’ is coined by Zhiyan Zhai, illustrates Baoyu empathy’s with girls and justifies 

his leading position on the Celestial Roster of Lovers.  
103 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 204; Hawkes 2012, Vol. 1, p. 480. 
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Beyond a shadow of doubt Baoyu has a predisposition to muliebrity, yet more 

importantly, he has been fully exposed to the debauchery and indulgence of his 

male relatives – Xue Pan’s casual slaying, Jia Lian’s adulterous affairs, Jia She’s 

countless concubines, to name but a few – and it is par on the course for him to 

become disillusioned with males in general. Exceptions are few but not lacking. 

Among his rare male friends are Qin Zhong, Jiang Yuhan, Liu Xianglian and the 

Prince of Beijing, who are either of “unusual physical beauty or unconventional 

character”.
104

 Evidently Baoyu is not antagonistic to all males. When he first 

meets Qin Zhong, a stream of self-deprecating thoughts springs to his mind: 

 

天下竟有這等的人物! 如今看了我, 竟成了泥豬癩狗了。可恨我為什麼生在這

侯門公府之家, 若也生在寒儒薄宦之家, 早得與他交接, 也不枉了一世。我雖如

此比他尊貴, 可知綾錦紗羅, 也不過裹了我這根死木頭; 美酒羊羔, 只不過填了

我這糞窟泥溝。富貴二字, 可料遭我荼毒了。 
 

How perfect he is! Who would have believed there could be such perfection? Now 

that I have seen him I know that I am just a pig wallowing in the mud, a mangy dog! 

Why, why did I have to be born in this pretentious aristocratic household? Why 

couldn’t I have been born in the family of some poor scholar or low-grade clerk? 

Then I could have been near him and got to know him, and my life would have been 

worth living. Though I am so much richer and more nobly born than he, what use are 

the fine clothes but to cover up the dead and rotten wood beneath? What use the 

luxuries I eat and drink but to fill the cesspit and swell the stinking sewer of my 

inside? O rank and riches! How you poison everything!
105

 

 

Such amusing idea finds an echo in his later remark on Aroma’s cousin:  

 

我因為見他實在好的很, 怎麼也得他在咱們家就好了。 
 

I only said what a nice girl she was. I think she is exactly suited to live in a big, 

wealthy household like ours.
106

 

 

From these two excerpts, one comes to understand that, instead of harbouring 

antipathy towards one gender, Baoyu actually possesses a qing that is non-

discriminatory, any sex, any status. What he truly sees is an individual’s 

personal quality, be it beauty, character or spirituality.
107

 Hence he can have a 

good rapport with someone who is as rich as the Prince of Beijing, as poor as 

Qin Zhong, as feminine as Daiyu and as masculine as Liu Xianglian. His 

disregard for social class may remind one of Li Zhi’s challenge to the then 

strictly stratified society:  

                                                           
104 Yee Angelina 1990, p. 631. 
105 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 77; Hawkes 2012, Vol. 1, p. 179. 
106 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 191; Hawkes 2012, Vol. 1, pp. 450 - 451.  
107 In Angelina Yee’s words, “he values beauty, feeling, and talent across gender boundaries”. 

See Yee 1995, p. 402. 
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天下之人, 本與仁者一般, 聖人不曾高, 眾人不曾低。 
 

Every man under the sun is no different from the benevolent; the sages have never 

been superior and ordinary people, never been inferior.
108

 

 

Much similar to Baoyu’s ideology, in Li Zhi’s judgement, social rank carries 

little weight. What he concerns is a person’s intuitiveness, in other words, 

whether he possesses a genuine child-mind and true feelings. By emphasising 

the emperors and sages are no different from ordinary people, legitimating the 

existence of desires, and throwing off the shackles of sexism, he preaches a 

humanistic, or to be more precise, an idealistic, view on humanity which leaves 

room for personal development and allows individual differences. 

While it may be questionable whether Li Zhi has a direct impact on Honglou 

Meng, his philosophy does mark a new era of the liberation of individuals, 

which shakes the whole of academia and edifies scholars in his and later 

generations, including Tang Xianzu and Feng Menglong. As suggested by 

Patrick Hanan, Feng 

 
constantly quote[s] Li Zhi, who derive[s] many of his ideas from Wang (Yangming), 

and he [i]s also much influenced by Yuan Hongdao (袁宏道 , 1568-1610), who 

derive[s] many of his ideas from Li.
109

  

 

Together they play a crucial role in ‘the cult of qing’ in the Ming and Qing 

periods, which forms a lineage of perspectives on qing and has a more direct 

impact on Honglou Meng.  

 

 

4. The Ascendency of qing 
 

From Li Zhi’s individualistic, authenticity-based philosophy springs an 

interesting medley of ideas of qing, which not only inspires a wide range of 

scholar-beauty works, Mudan Ting 牡丹亭, Yujiao Li 玉嬌梨, Haoqui Zhuan 好

逑傳, to name a few, but also brings forth the zenith of the concept of qing. 

Some scholars contend that such remarkable phenomenon transpires well within 

the ambit of literature, for instance, as maintained by Halvor Eifring,  

 
[t]he positive evaluation of qing, for which the late Ming has become so famous, 

mainly belongs to aesthetic and aestheticising type of discourse rather than a moral or 

philosophical one.
110

 

 

                                                           
108 Fen Shu, in Li Zhi Wenji, p. 19. The translation is mine. 
109 Hanan 1981, p. 78. 
110 Eifring 2004, p. 24. 
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Despite the fact that the unprecedented dominance of qing is most prominent in 

certain genres such as fiction and drama, it remains debatable whether aesthetic 

discourse is the only ground it covers. Indeed, apart from its literary dominance, 

a philosophical revalorization of the qing is obviously well under way in the 

same period.
111

 In view of such phenomenon, Cai Zhongxiang offers a succinct 

summing-up: 

 

每一次文學思想的重大演化, 莫不由於哲學新變的牽動, 而文學領域的新思潮, 

又匯入哲學的洪流, 起著推波助瀾的作用。這種雙向互動的聯系, 在明代哲學

和文學的情感觀上特別明顯地表現出來。 

 
Every major evolution of literary thought is triggered by new changes in philosophy; 

while the new trends of thought in literature coalesce into the mainstream of 

philosophy, boosting its development. Such two-way, interactive relation is 

particularly notable in the conception of qing in Ming philosophy and literature.
112

 

 

In the late Ming period, the discussions of qing abound in the works of a good 

deal of philosophers. For instance, Luo Rufang posits that  

 

吾人與天, 原初是一體, 天則與我的性情, 原初亦相通。113
  

 

Heaven and human are originally a unified whole, and our nature and qing are thus 

interlinked with Heaven. 

 

And in response to a paradox of how the sage has no feelings of his own as a 

result of having his feelings in accord with myriad things, and yet is still 

saddened by the poem, “Shuli” 黍離, Luo expounds on his ideal of qing: 

 

夫人情貴於相安，不安不可以為情，人之所好好之，人之所惡惡之，宗室盡為

黍離。如此而不動心，豈人情乎？ 
 

Human qing is valued for its being pacificatory, uneasy men cannot generate qing. 

What the people love, he (the Sage) loves; what the people hate, he hates. If one is 

not moved at the scene of ancestral shrines and imperial temples being filled with 

millet which droops its heads, can that be what qing is genuinely like?
114

 

 

In Luo’s view, the exemplary form of qing is one that connects with and 

placates other people. It is empathic and naturally moved by their sorrows. In 

addition to the Taizhou literati, the positive interpretation of qing is also present 

in other schools of philosophy. For instance, the major figures of the Jishan 

                                                           
111 Bisetto 2012, p. 931. 
112 Cai Zhongxiang 1996, p. 82. The translation is mine. 
113 Jinxi Ziji, in Luo Rufang Ji, Vol. 1, p. 124. The translation is mine. 
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School (蕺山學派) and disciples of the prominent late-Ming philosopher, Liu 

Zongzhou 劉宗周 (1578-1645), both Chen Que 陳確 (1604-1677) and Huang 

Zongxi 黄宗羲 (1610-1695) advocate the oneness of xing and qing: 

 

一性也，推本言之曰天命，推廣言之曰氣、情、才，豈有二哉？由性之流露而

言謂之情，由性之運用而言謂之才，由性之充周而言謂之氣，一而己矣。性之

善不可見，分見于氣、情、才；情、才與氣，皆性之良能也。 
 

There is only one xing. When traced to its origin, it is called Mandate of Heaven; 

when extended it is called material force, qing and native endowment. How can it be 

bifurcated into two? The expression of xing is qing; its function, native endowment; 

and its omnipresence, material force. They are all but one. The goodness of xing 

cannot be seen but can be manifested in material force, qing and native endowment 

respectively. These three faculties are the good capabilities of xing.
115

 

 

是故性情二字，分析不得，此理氣合一之說也。體則情性皆體，用則情性皆用，

以至動靜已未發皆然。 
 

Hence the word xingqing must not be separated. Such is the theory of the oneness of 

principle and material force. Qing and xing are both the substance as well as the 

function, be they stirred or tranquil, aroused or unroused.
116

  

 

Hitherto subordinate to xing, qing is, at this point, deemed its equal. To 

differentiate between xing and qing on the basis of substance and function, 

arousal and tranquillity has become a generally accepted assumption in the 

discussions of human nature since Song neo-Confucianism. Yet Huang Zongxi 

invalidates such premise and contends that qing does not originate from the 

arousal of xing, but exist in its own right. Such view is shared by Yan Yuan 顏

元 (1635-1704), who believes that nature, qing and native endowment are ‘one 

principle with different names’.
117

 Moreover, he criticises Song neo-

Confucianists for contradicting Mengzi and maintains that nature, feeling and 

native endowment are all good:
118

 

 

孟子明言其情可以為善，宋儒卻說情惡，甚至論氣質之性，並性亦謂有惡，非

孟子之罪人與？ 
 

Mengzi explicitly expresses that qing can be good; nevertheless, the Song neo-

Confucianists not only insist that it is evil, but also propose a kind of xing that is 

                                                           
115 “Qi Qing Cai Bian”, in Chen Que Ji, Vol. 2, pp. 451-452. The translation is mine. 
116 “Mengzi Shishuo - Gong Duzi Wenxing Zhang”, in Huang Zongxi Quanji 1985, Vol. 1, p. 
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generated by material force, and claim that xing may as well be evil. Are they not 

sinners against Mengzi?
119

 

 

Despite the fact that qing may not be the most central theme in late Ming 

philosophical writings, it is often described in a more positive light comparing to 

previous times. And in the domain of aesthetic discourse, as Eifring himself is 

also aware, qing has always been perceived as the primary constituent of or an 

essential criterion to evaluate art and literature throughout history. Its positive 

evaluation is never peculiar to the Ming period. What is peculiar, is the 

philosophical overtones in the glorification of the concept as an emblem of self-

expression by the men of letters in late Ming, for qing is revered as a new virtue 

which supersedes traditional ones. As suggested by Maram Epstein,  

 
qing and desire are reconceptualised as positive forces that, with proper restraint and 

guidance, drive people to live moral and fulfilling lives.
120

 

 

Far from being morally suspect as it is condemned before, qing is now cherished 

as ‘the defining essence of human existence’.
121

  

Among the literati who beat the drum for self-expression, the three Yuan 

brothers, particularly Yuan Hongdao, play the pivotal role in establishing qing 

as the kernel of self-expression. According to Yuan, li (principle), a concept so 

exalted by Zhu Xi, is rooted in qing, and he denies the possibility of obliterating 

qing to obtain li.
122

 As an adherent of Li Zhi’s philosophy,
123

 Yuan Hongdao too 

stresses the significance of genuine feelings: 

 

古之為風者, 多出於勞人思婦, 夫非勞人思婦為藻於學士大夫。鬱不至而文勝

焉, 故吐之者不誠, 聽之者不躍也  [...] 要以情真而語直, 故勞人思婦, 有時愈

於學士大夫。 
 

Most folk poems of antiquity were written by grieving men and forlorn wives. It is 

not that [the works of] grieving men and forlorn wives are more embellished than 

those of scholars and literati. [The latter] have never truly experienced sorrow though 

they do have ornate diction. Thus they are not sincere in what they put forth, and 

their readers are not moved [...] Most important is genuine emotion and 

straightforward diction. Thus at times the poetry of grieving men and forlorn wives is 

superior to that of scholars and literati.
124
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120 Epstein 2001, pp. 85-86. 
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According to Yuan, irrespective of rhetorical ornamentation or literary 

craftsmanship, genuine qing alone dictates the quality of a literary work. Such 

view is further expanded as he puts forward his most celebrated literary concept, 

xingling (性靈 innate sensibility, or sometimes translated as ‘spirituality’),
125

 in 

“Xu Xiaosiu Shi” 序小修詩, a work that is often regarded as a manifesto of 

individuality and self-expression of the Gong’an School: 

 

大都獨抒性靈，不拘格套，非從自己胸臆流出，不肯下筆。有時情與境會, 頃

刻千言, 如水東注, 令人奪魄。 

 
The great majority of [my brother’s poems] uniquely express his personality and 

innate sensibility without being restrained by convention and form. He would not 

compose unless it flowed from his bosom. Sometimes, when he wrote, qing and 

scene merged together. In an instant a thousand words, flowing like a river, stun his 

readers.
126

 

 

At first glance, Yuan’s commendation of spontaneous outbursts of feelings may 

call to one’s mind Li Zhi’s ideal of literature: 

 

且夫世之真能文者，比其初皆非有意于為文也。其胸中有如許無狀可怪之事，

其喉間有如許欲吐而不敢吐之物，其口頭又時時有許多欲語而莫可所以告語之

處 [...] 一旦見景生情，觸目興歎；奪他人之酒杯，澆自己之壘塊；訴心中之不

平，感數奇於千載。既已噴玉唾珠，昭回雲漢，為章於天矣。 
 

As for those in this world who are truly able to write, in comparison, in the beginning 

none possess any intention to write. Their bosoms are filled with such and such 

indescribable and wondrous events. In their throats are such and such things that they 

desire to spit out but do not dare to [...] If one day [one who is truly able to write] 

meets certain circumstances, his feelings grow. When something in particular strikes 

his eyes, his sighs multiply. He snatches another’s wine glass and with it purges his 

unhappiness. He pours out the grievances within his heart, and deeply feels the ill 

fortune he has endured for countless years [...] he spew[s] out jade and spit[s] out 

pearls, illuminate[s] the Milky Way, and create[s] the most heavenly writings.
127

 

 

While both Li and Yuan champion forthright expression of qing, hailing it as 

fuel for literature, Yuan also gives prominence to freedom of form and style. 

And most importantly, a guileless display of one’s uniqueness and personality is 

deemed essential to literary writing. According to Chou chih-p’ing, xingling  
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is not only a combination of personality and spirit, but also a synthesis of feeling 

emotion.
128

  

 

It is on such groundwork that qing gradually becomes an icon of individualism 

and self-expression in the late Ming and early Qing, though its real ascendancy 

comes only after Tang Xianzu and Feng Menglong, who exalt it as a new model 

of virtue, a code of belief. 

 

 

5. Tang Xianzu’s Championship of qing 
 

As a disciple of one of Li Zhi’s teachers, Luo Rufang,
129

 Tang Xianzu’s 

ideologies are evidently much influenced by Luo.
130

 Luo premises his 

philosophy on sheng (生 life, vitality), deeming it as the highest form of virtue, 

which can compare with ren (仁 humanity, benevolence): 

 

天地之大德曰生。夫盈天地間只是一個大生，則渾然亦只是一個仁，中間又何

有纖毫間隔？ 
 

The supreme virtue of Heaven and Earth is to bestow life. What permeates Heaven 

and Earth is solely this vitality, which is essentially benevolence. Is there the 

slightest fissure between the two?
131

 

 

天此生，地亦此生也；古此生，今亦此生也，無天地無古今而渾然一之者也。

生之謂「仁」，生而一之之謂「心」，心一則仁一，仁一則生無弗一也。 
 

Heaven is this life, Earth is this life; the past is this life, the present is this life. Hence 

there is no distinction between Heaven and Earth, the past and the present. They are 

but one. Life is called ‘ren’, the oneness of life, ‘xin’ (the heart-mind). The unity of 

xin means the unity of ren. If ren is in unity, no life will be disunited.
132

 

 

Vitality is prized as ‘the virtue of Heaven and Earth’, and ‘the mind (xin) of 

humans’.
133

 It functions as a ceaseless power which links and blends everything 

                                                           
128 Chou Chih-p’ing 1988, p. 46. 
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in harmony. The first line of the above passage is a direct quotation from Xici 

Zhuan 繫辭傳, one of the Ten Wings, commentaries to Yi Jing 易經. Luo’s 

emphasis on sheng is a testament to his belief in Yi Jing. In fact, apart from the 

Da Xue 大學,
134

 Yi Jing is the one classic that Luo constantly refers to:  

 

孔門宗旨，止要求仁，究其所自，原得之《易》，又只統之以生生一言。 
 

The kernel of Confucius’ School is to pursue benevolence, which actually has its 

origin in the Book of Changes, and can be summarised in a word – procreation.
135

 

 

In Luo’s view, all life is essentially good and this intrinsic goodness of life in 

turn becomes the cornerstone of his advocacy of ‘the mind of the infant’ (赤子

之心), a concept often seen as the precursor of Li Zhi’s ‘child-mind’.
136

 In “Luo 

Jinxi Xiansheng Gaowen” 羅近溪先生告文, Li Zhi states that 

  

自後無歲不讀二先生之書, 無口不談二先生之腹。137 
 

in every single year he reads the works of Wang Ji (王畿, 1498-1583) and Luo 

Rufang; and every last word he utters is about the teachings of Wang and Luo.  

 

This also indicates the considerable influence Luo has on him. Indeed, a number 

of scholars even argue for Li Zhi’s influence on Tang Xianzu. For example, 

Cheng Peikai argues that  

 
[b]ased on Li Chih’s literary theory, which stresse[s] the free expression of pent-up 

emotion, T’ang Hsien-tsu offered a metaphysical dimension to the expressive mode 

of literary creation.
138

 

 

Tang Xianzu evidently has a close relationship with Luo. In “Mingde Xiansheng 

Shiji Xu” 明德先生詩集序, Tang expresses his sigh for his deceased teacher, 

Luo;
139

 in “Da Guan Dongming” 答管東溟, he says “Master Luo still often 

appears in my mind’s eye” (如明德先生者，時在吾心眼中矣).
140

 Sharing 

Luo’s preoccupation with the concept of sheng, Tang postulates that: 
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140  “Da Guan Dongming”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1229. For Tang’s close 

relationship with Luo, also see Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1037. 
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天地之性人為貴 [...] 故大人之學，起於知生，知生則知自貴，又知天下之生皆

當貴重也。 
 

Among all things that are generated by the nature of Heaven and Earth, human is the 

most precious [...] The learning of a great man begins with knowing life. From 

knowing life one learns to cherish oneself and recognize the value of every form of 

life under the sun.
141

  

 

天地孰為貴，乾坤只此生。 

 
What is the most important thing in heaven and on earth? Qian and Kun are all about 

this life.
142

 

 

If life is the prime concern of Tang, then qing is the essence that defines life, 

antecedes life. As suggested by Zuo Dongling, the association between life and 

intrinsic benevolence and fraternal love, aka the mind of the infant, postulated 

by Luo predetermines Tang Xianzu’s concern for life and human affairs.
143

 Such 

concern enkindles his longing for ‘a world of qing’.
144

 In his political utopia, 

 

聖王治天下，情以為田，禮為之稆，而義為之種。 
 

under the governance of sage kings, qing is employed as a farm, propriety as a 

plough and righteousness as seeds.
145

  

 

His absorption in qing takes shape not only as his political views, but also his 

literary theory. In “Yihuang Xian Xishen Qingyuan Shi Miaoji” 宜黃縣戲神清

源師廟記, Tang confirms that the origin of plays lies in the fact that “humans 

are born with qing” (人生而有情);
146

 in the preface to a collection of poems by 

Xie Zhaoshen 謝兆申 (?-1629), he postulates that “the world is all about qing, 

and qing generates poetry” (世總為情，情生詩歌);
147

 and in the preface to Zou 

Diguang’s 鄒迪光 (1550-1626) collection of writings, Tang declares that “qing 

to the utmost can serve the Way (dao) and diminish words. And what cannot be 

diminished is preserved in poetry, prose, lyrics and dialogues” (情致所極，可

                                                           
141 “Guisheng Shuyuan Shuo”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1127. Except for quotations 

from Mudan Ting, all the translations of Tang’s works are mine unless otherwise specified.  
142 “Xuwen Liubie Guisheng Shuyuan”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 1, p. 435. Here qian and 
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143 Zuo Dongling 2000, p. 98. 
144 In “Qinlian Ge Ji”, Tang discriminates between ‘the world of qing’ and ‘the world of fa 

(legalism)’ and expresses distress at living in a world of fa. See “Qinlian Ge Ji”, in Xu 

Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1113. 
145 “Nanchang Xuetian Ji”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1117.  
146 “Yihuang Xian Xishen Qingyuan Shi Miaoji”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1127. 
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以事道，可以忘言。而終有不可忘者,存乎詩歌序記詞辯之間).
148

 While the 

importance of qing is often reiterated, if not exaggerated, in his essays and 

poems, its precedence over life is most thoroughly depicted in his play, Mudan 
Ting. According to C.T. Hsia, Tang  

 

may have deliberately adapted the story of Tu Li-niang 杜麗娘 to dramatize the kind 

of affirmation of life consonant with his teacher’s philosophy, and further, to modify 

that philosophy by postulating ‘love’ as the primary and essential condition of 

‘life’.
149

  

 

Whether Mudan Ting is a tribute dedicated to Luo in recognition of his 

philosophy is of course subject to debate, but it is true that Tang has a 

philosophical consideration in mind in his creation process: 

 

吾猶在此為情作使，劬於伎劇。 
 

I am still here applying myself to stage plays and theatricals in the name of qing.
150

 

 

某與吾師終日共講學，而人不解也。師講性，某講情。 
 

Sir, both you and I deliver lectures day and night and yet people do not understand it 

– you lecture on moral nature; I lecture on qing.
151

 

 

性無善無惡，情有之。因情成夢，因夢成戲。戲有極善極惡 [...] 弟以爲似道。 
 

Human nature (xing) can hardly be [presented] as good or evil; whereas human 

feelings (qing) can. Out of qing dreams are developed; out of dreams drama is 

composed. Although there are extremely good and extremely bad dramas [...] I 

would regard them [the plays] to be close to the Way (dao).
152

 

 

From the above passages, we can conclude that Tang is clearly conscious of the 

importance and values he attaches to qing in his plays. Indeed, qing is deemed 

on a par with moral nature and his plays are a vehicle to convey his theory and 

to attain the Way. What should be highlighted here, is the connection he makes 

between qing and dreams, as well as dreams and drama. As Tu Lienche discerns, 

 

                                                           
148 “Diao Xiang’an Ji Xu”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1038. 
149 Hsia C.T. 1970, p. 276.  
150 “Xu Qilian She Qiuyou Wen”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1061. 
151 In “Pidian ‘Mudan Ting’ Tici”, it is recorded that the important official Zhang Xinjian 

once asked Tang why he would condescend to be a playwright given his eloquence and talent. 

The above quotation is said to be Tang’s answer. See “Pidian ‘Mudan Ting’ Tici”, in Xu 

Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1545. 
152 “Fu Ganyi Lu”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1367. The translation follows Cheng 

Yuyin 2013, p. 22. 
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the Ming people seem to have been over concerned with dreams [...] From their 

dreams they [reveal] their aspirations and beliefs, values and sense of justice, their 

emotions and anxieties, interests, hopes and fears.
153

  

 

The boundary between reality and illusion is often challenged to accentuate the 

overriding position and self-defining nature of qing.  

In the light of the special significance of Tang’s plays for comprehending his 

philosophy, in the following section, Mudan Ting will be examined closely to 

extract his central ideas of qing. Mudan Ting is chosen not only because it is the 

favourite play of Tang,
154

 but more importantly, it is a work most representative 

of his theory of qing and sheng, or to be more precise, qing’s supremacy over 

sheng. According to Wang Siren王思任 (1574-1646),  

 

《邯鄲》,仙也;《南柯》,佛也;《紫釵》,俠也;《牡丹》,情也。 
 

Handan Meng is about immortality; Nanke Meng is about Buddhism; Zichai Ji is 

about chivalry; and Mudan Ting is about qing.
155

 

 

Among the four most famous plays of Tang Xianzu, only Mudan Ting is 

designated the word qing. Such view finds echo in the English translator of 

Mudan Ting. In the preface to The Peony Pavilion, Cyril Birch proposes that 

Mudan Ting is Tang’s “most protracted and profound meditation on the nature 

of love”.
156

 

Irrespective of the fact that the qing explored in Mudan Ting is 

fundamentally about the romantic love between man and woman, its import 

involves more than meets the eye. It is the new element that distinguishes 

Tang’s philosophy. In preference to benevolence, Tang chooses qing to embody 

the life force which vitalises all existence. Qing is attached with an absolute 

importance which subverts anything else and its supremacy is bespoken in its 

surpassing the bounds of life, reality and decorum. In the preface to Mudan Ting, 

Tang declares: 

 

情不知所起，一往而深，生者可以死，死可以生。生而不可與死，死而不可復

生者，皆非情之至也。夢中之情，何必非真，天下豈少夢中之人耶？必因薦枕

而成親，待掛冠而為密者，皆形骸之論也。 
 

Love is of source unknown, yet it grows ever deeper. The living may die of it, by its 

power the dead live again. Love is not love at its fullest if one who lives is unwilling 

to die for it, or if it cannot restore to life one who has so died. And must the love that 

                                                           
153 Tu Lienche 1980, p. 55.  
154 In “Pidian Yuming Tang ‘Mudan Ting’ Xu”, Tang is reported to have said: “Among the 

four Dreams of my life, the one that I am pleased with is Mudan Ting”. “Pidian Yuming Tang 

‘Mudan Ting’ Xu”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1543. 
155 “Pidian Yuming Tang ‘Mudan Ting’ Xu”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1544.  
156 Birch 1980, p. x. 
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comes in dream necessarily be unreal? For there is no lack of dream lovers in this 

world. Only for those whose love must be fulfilled on the pillow and for whim 

affection deepens only after retirement from office, is it entirely a corporeal matter 

[...]
157

 

 

Often seen as a manifesto of love (qing), this preface reduces life and death to a 

mere yardstick for the depth of one’s love. And we are informed that despite its 

unidentifiable origin, it makes absolute claims to life. But this does not in every 

respect pertain to the case of the protagonist, Du Liniang. Her love is clearly not 

of source unknown. On the contrary, this love so celebrated for its life-

governing power is essentially self-involved and narcissistic.
 
As Li Waiyee 

rightly observes, it “begins with Liniang’s consciousness as an object of 

desire”.
158

 It is emanated from ‘the splendour of spring’, a metaphor for 

Liniang’s blossoming beauty. And immediately after her lament of her wasted 

youth, her desire for a taste of love engenders an erotic dream in which such 

desire is both gratified and intensified. In spite of its dubitable source, her love 

does transcend the boundary between the mortal and the nether worlds as she 

dies of lovesickness and raises from the dead for a shadowy, oneiric lover. In the 

mundane world, her love earns the emperor’s favour and a decreed reunion with 

her family and lover;
159

 and in the underworld, it moves the Infernal Judge to 

grant her a passport ‘as spirit self’ in search for her lover.
160

 As mentioned 

earlier, the concept of life is the central constituent of Tang’s philosophy and yet, 

when compared with qing, it seems to carry little weight. Such comparison 

serves to highlight the absoluteness of qing, even if it is self-projected. 

The transcendental power of qing is taken to new heights in Tang’s genius 

for it not only rises above life and death, but also reality and illusion, propriety 

and impropriety. If part of Liniang’s love is narcissistic, then it is only 

appropriate to call the rest of it illusory, for it is only the product of a dream. 

Whether Mengmei indeed enters her dream does not alter the illusory nature of 

her love. And yet at the very outset we are urged to take this illusory love 

seriously, for what originates from the unreal is not necessarily unreal. This 

paradoxical notion well conjures up the couplet inscribed on the arch of the 

Land of Illusion in Honglou Meng:  

 

假作真時真亦假，無為有處有還無。 
 

Truth becomes fiction when the fiction’s true; Real becomes not-real when the 

unreal’s real.
161

 

 

                                                           
157 Mudan Ting, p. 1. Unless otherwise specified, all the English translations of Mudan Ting 

follow Cyril Birch, The Peony Pavilion.  
158 Li Waiyee 1993, p. 53. 
159 Mudan Ting, pp. 428-429. 
160 Mudan Ting, pp. 193-194; Birch 1980, p. 134. 
161 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 48; Hawkes 2012, Vol. 1, p. 113. 
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Love to the utmost blurs the boundary between the real and the unreal. Such 

ostensible irrationality finds justification in Tang’s conception of qing and li 

(reason or moral principles). In response to his friend, Monk Da Guan’s 達觀 
(1543-1603) rigid dichotomization between qing and li, Tang firmly expresses 

his position: 

 

情有者理必無，理有者情必無。真為一刀兩斷語 [...] 邇來情事，達師應憐我。

白太傅蘇長公，終是為情使耳。 
 

What is included in qing is definitely excluded from li; and what is included in li is 

definitely exclude from qing. (Your proposition) is such a clean break [...] 

Considering the incidents of qing which transpired recently, Master, you should have 

pity on me. Both poets Bai Juyi and Su shi after all, remain servants of qing.
162

 

 

嗟乎！人世之事，非人世所可盡。自非通人，恆以理相格耳！第云理之所必無，

安知情之所必有耶！ 
 

Alas! Human affairs cannot always be explained and exhausted in human terms. I 

myself am not an erudite person and have always resorted to li to examine human 

affairs. But then if we deny something only from the perspective of li, how do we 

know it does not exist in the perspective of qing.
163

 

 

What is beyond conventions and moral rules is legitimized in the world of qing. 

Since the boundary between reality and illusion is demarcated by li, its removal 

is only natural in a play so prized for its qing. Many scholars interpret this li as 

Confucian doctrines, maintaining that Mudan Ting reveals Tang’s desire to 

extricate himself from the restraint of traditional Confucian principles and 

precepts. For example, Cheng Peikai asserts that: 

 
Liniang’s everlasting faith in qing and her determined pursuit of ideal love and bliss 

are contrived to surpass the Confucian moral order, li.
164

 

 

Such contention is shared and supported by many scholars. Zuo Dongling 

believes that Tang expresses his rebellious attitude towards the stringent School 

of the Principle of Cheng-Zhu, as well as his yearning for the liberation of 

personal self and feelings in the preface to Mudan Ting.
165

 Xu Youliang argues 

that the qing so ardently preached by Tang represents his objection to the 

repression orthodox doctrines impose on humanity.
166

 

                                                           
162 “Ji Daguan”, in Xu Shuofang 1973, Vol. 2, p. 1268.  
163 Mudan Ting, p. 2. 
164 Cheng Peikai 1995, p. 409. The translation is mine. 
165 Zuo Dongling 2000, p. 104. 
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Wang Shihua 1995, p. 184; Ye Lang 1985, p. 340. 
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It is true that transgression of orthodoxy is present in both Mudan Ting and 

Liniang’s character. Her desire for clandestine meetings and marital union, her 

illicit marriage with Mengmei, as well as their elopement after her resurrection, 

are all testimony to Tang’s prioritization of qing over li. However, it would be 

too outrageous to assume that li is displaced by qing in Mudan Ting. Indeed, 

Tang is conspicuously aware of the conflict between the two and attempts to 

bring about a reconciliation. The notion of reality and illusion is employed as a 

buffer between qing and li. The most vehement clash between the two, i.e. 

premarital sex,
167

 is kept within the bounds of illusion. Only in her dream and in 

the land of Shades does Liniang succumb to her carnal passion and blatantly 

disregard ritual propriety. Once she is restored to life, she declares her 

virginity
168

 and bids Mengmei to abide by all the marital formalities, for “[a] 

ghost may be deluded by passion; a woman must pay full attention to the 

rites”.
169

 While the precedence of qing over li is unmistakably one of the motifs 

of the play, especially when the last scene is considered – with the epitome of li, 

Du Bao, giving way to his own feelings and reaccepting Liniang as his own 

daughter, li is obviously not designed as an object of condemnation. In fact, the 

supremacy of qing can only be retained when “qing and li start to find their 

appropriate relationship to coexist”.
170

  

In the case of Honglou Meng, in which “emotional attachment and romantic 

longing are systematically thwarted by the imperatives of social convention”,
171

 

the transcendental dimension of qing is also explored, yet reconciliation between 

qing and li is impossible in part because unlike Mudan Ting, Honglou Meng is 

not “a drama in the comic mode”.
172

 More importantly, the characters in 

Honglou Meng lack Liniang’s awareness and willingness to compromise and 

comply with li. In the following section, Honglou Meng will be studied side by 

side with Mudan Ting to elucidate the transcendental dimension of its qing, and 

how such dimension, in default of reconcilement with li, precipitates a tragedy.  

 

 

6. Honglou Meng’s Lineage to the Transcendental Nature of 

qing in Mudan Ting 
 

In addition to Xi Xiangji 西廂記, Mudan Ting is the most frequently mentioned 

literary piece in the novel, especially by the two protagonists, Baoyu and Daiyu. 

                                                           
167 According to Mengzi, “[...] those who bore holes in the wall to peep at one another, and 

climb over it to meet illicitly, waiting for neither the command of parents nor the good offices 
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Lau D.C. 1970, p. 108. 
168 Mudan Ting, p. 284. 
169 Mudan Ting, p. 281; Birch 1980, p. 207. 
170 Cheng Yuyin 2013, p. 14. 
171 Levy 1999, p. 64. 
172 See Hsia C.T. 1970, p. 279. 
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According to Xu Fuming, at least six chapters make direct or indirect reference 

to the two works.
173

 As far as Mudan Ting is concerned, quotation from it often 

performs more crucial functions then serving as a mere tribute to Tang Xianzu, 

as acknowledged by the most authoritative commentator of the novel, Zhiyan 

Zhai 脂硯齋. For instance, in his overall commentary on Chapter 32, a chapter 

in which Baoyu lays bare his feelings for Daiyu, ironically to the wrong person, 

Tang Xianzu’s qing-centred woeful poem is cited “for future zhiyin” (知音 true, 

understanding friends) on account of its consonance with the chapter.
174

 Tang’s 

poem presents a self-contradictory aspect of qing, the contest between two states, 

love at its fullest and lovelessness. That this chapter of Honglou Meng resonates 

with Tang’s idea of qing is beyond dispute. The love-filled hearts of the 

protagonists, their struggles to reveal their own feelings and attempts to sound 

each other out only culminate in the futility of communication. The conflict 

between their feelings and the impossibility of communion resemble the paradox 

of love depicted in Tang’s poem. In addition, among Zhiyan Zhai’s 

commentaries on Chapter 39, there is a thread suggesting that the mysterious 

snow maiden concocted by Grannie Liu is in fact inspired by Mudan Ting.
175

 It 

is evident that Cao Xueqin is much influenced by Tang in his creation process.  

One of the most important parts that Mudan Ting plays is to reflect the 

mentality of Daiyu. In Honglou Meng, communication of feelings is thwarted by 

“a sense of halting questions, disguised disclosures, deliberate provocations, 

unintended ironies and misunderstood remarks”.
176

 It is particularly veracious in 

Daiyu’s case considering “the haunting sense of her vulnerability and 

powerlessness”.
177

 And the significance of Mudan Ting precisely lies in the 

incommunicability of feelings in the novel. In Chapter 23, when Daiyu chances 

to overhear the aria of Liniang rehearsed by an actress, she is “moved to the 

depth of her being” (不覺心動神搖 ).
178

 The lines which “sinks her into 

intoxication, a sort of delirium” (一發如醉如痴) are Liniang’s spring sorrow, 

her wailing of her wasted youth, her longing for love and union: 

 

如花美眷似水流年 [...] 
 

With the flowering of your beauty as the river of years rolls past [...]
179

  

 

Like Liniang, Daiyu is well aware of her own beauty and the passage of time, 

and she too hankers for romance and nuptial bliss. That a mere rehearsal touches 

                                                           
173 Xu Fuming 1984, p. 161.  
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a chord in her to such an extent should at least attest to the intensity of her 

unspoken passion, for Liniang’s aria is, after all, a prelude to her first taste of the 

forbidden fruit. In fact, some scholars even postulate that the act, “interrupted 

dream” (驚夢) is employed as a catalyst which promotes the love between 

Baoyu and Daiyu as it awakens Daiyu’s awareness of her fading youth.
180

 

Nevertheless, Daiyu, plagued by a profound sense of isolation and fear of a 

precarious future, only finds herself in “such keen anguish that the tears [start] 

from her eyes” (不覺心痛神馳，眼中落淚).
181

 

In Chapter 40, in response to Faithful’s call for rhymed lines of poetry, what 

Daiyu blurts out in a moment of desperation is “[b]right air and brilliant morn 

feed my despair” (良晨美景奈何天),
182

 a line from the same scene of Mudan 

Ting. If such spontaneous recall of the play is evidence of her internalization of 

its substance, then perhaps Honglou Meng itself should be seen as a descendant 

of Mudan Ting, considering its similarities to and echoes of the latter, especially 

in terms of the concept of qing. 

A sense of destiny which has its origin in supernaturality is augmented to 

qing in both works. The protagonists all experience a feeling of déjà vu in their 

first meeting with their future lovers. Liniang’s encounter with Mengmei 

transpires in a dream, where they declare that they met “somewhere at some past 

time” (是那處曾相見，相看儼然).
183

 Dreams in the Ming are often interpreted 

as omens and portents, something occult, if not divine. For instance, according 

to Tu Lienche, of 88 prize candidates of the highest-level civil service 

examination, 49 report “to have had foretelling dreams”.
184

 And the Ming 

people often go to temples to “[pray] for dreams to induce signs of what the 

future ha[s] in store for them”.
185

 That the marriage affinity between Liniang 

and Mengmei is prophesied in a dream is perhaps to take on the prescient power 

of dreams and affirm the predestined nature of their union. In the same vein, 

when they first become acquainted with each other in the mundane world, 

Baoyu declares that he has “the impression of meeting her (Daiyu) again after a 

long separation” ( 今日只作遠別重逢 )
186

 and Daiyu, too notices his 

extraordinary familiarity. But this sense of fate is built on a more developed 

mythical framework. The preincarnate Baoyu is a magical stone left unused by 

Goddess Nüwa. His fate is predetermined to be inextricably entwined with qing, 

be it in the human or immortal form, for qing is kindled and deeply seated in 

him the moment Nüwa abandons him at the foot of Greensickness Peak, or Peak 

of the Root of qing. And he in turn sows the seeds of qing in some Crimson 
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Pearl Flower as he conceives a fancy to water it. Karmic debt is stamped on their 

fates, but union is not guaranteed. That their first meeting ends in tears and 

tension may foreshadow their unpromising future. And of course, the form of 

their predestiny, a karmic debt of qing, already dictates their unfulfilled love. As 

Dore Levy rightly observes,  

 
[a]fter all, the Stone and the Crimson Pearl Flower [are] incarnated as human beings 

not to fulfil their love but to transcend the illusion of love.
187

  

 

The sole purpose of her mortal life is to shed tears for Baoyu until her tears are 

exhausted, and her karmic debt to the Stone is discharged. Had their love 

blossomed into union, there would not have been a fair fount of her tears, and 

her role as a debtor and initiation to settle her pre-existent account would not 

have been fulfilled. 

The supernatural component legitimizes the transcendental dimension of 

qing in both Honglou Meng and Mudan Ting, and hence, its power to obfuscate 

the boundary between reality and illusion. It is no coincidence that in both works, 

the first lovemaking experience of the protagonists takes place in a dream, and 

more importantly, it is witnessed and endorsed by an immortal. That mysticality 

is integrated into a dream not only to enrich the extramundane element which 

permeates both Honglou Meng and Mudan Ting, but also to decriminalise the 

first transgressive behaviour of the protagonists, though for different purposes. 

In Mudan Ting, the role of Flower Spirit is to divulge the preordained marriage 

between Liniang and Mengmei, “to ensure that the ‘play of clouds and rain’ will 

be a joyous experience for her” (要他雲雨十分歡幸),
188

 and above all, to wake 

her with a falling petal. Sex becomes justifiable not only because it only comes 

to pass in a dream, but also on the grounds of future marriage, as confirmed by a 

celestial being. Moreover, since Flower Spirit’s interruption of Liniang’s 

passionate dream contributes to her shock and later, her romantic longing and 

her death, it becomes reasonable for him to guard her fleshly body from 

corruption, a precondition for her resurrection. His existence thus lends credence 

to her passion-induced death and surreal resurrection, in other words, the life-

governing power of qing. In Honglou Meng, Baoyu’s divinity-initiated wet 

dream performs a completely different function. It is true that Baoyu is ushered 

into the dream by Fairy Disenchantment, but sex is gratified only to admonish 

him against “the love of [the] dust-stained, mortal world” (塵境之情),
189

 as her 

very name already implies. However, to her disappointment, it serves only to 

enkindle his qing, his carnal desires. Similar to Liniang’s case, this dream-

engendered qing outsteps the bounds of dream and encroaches on reality. It 

translates into a venereal experiment, in which he performs Disenchantment’s 
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instructions in the art of love with Aroma. If his first sexual transgression is 

rendered pardonable because it is instigated by a fairy in a state of unreality, 

then his second attempt with Aroma ironizes his total failure to heed 

Disenchantment’s lesson, marking his first major deviation from propriety, 

though only to be followed by a good deal of other indecent acts, for instance, 

his striking intimacy with his nephew, Qin Zhong, his dubious relationship with 

the Prince of Zhong-shun’s patronee, Jiang Yuhan, and his acquaintance with 

the promiscuous You sisters. In short, his dream awakens his qing and provides 

the prologue to his many transgressions of propriety in reality. In his 

commentaries on Chapter 22, Zhiyan Zhai posits that  

 

寶玉重情不重禮,此是第二大病也。 
 

the second worst fault of Baoyu lies in his regard for qing and disregard for li.
190

  

 

In contrast to Liniang, Baoyu is both oblivious and indifferent to li, his 

challenges to decorum are depicted as overt and daring, attracting a lot of 

criticism among family members and beyond, for example, Leng Zixing predicts 

that Baoyu would become a libertine at the outset of the novel; Jia Zheng sees 

him as a family disgrace and gives him a violent chastisement in Chapter 33; 

and in Chapter 19, Nannie Li sharply rebukes him for his connivance of his 

maids: 

 

那個寶玉是個丈八的燈臺，照見人家，照不見自家的。只知嫌人家髒。這是他

的屋子，由著你們蹧蹋，越不成體統了。 
 

[H]e’s like a six-foot lampstand that lights up others but stays dark itself; for he’s 

always on about how dirty other people are, but look at the mess he allows you to 

make of his own room! It’s a disgrace!
191

 

 

Cao Xueqin may have expressed disapprobation of the Confucian li in Honglou 

Meng, as Yu Ying-shih so convincingly illustrates in “Cao Xueqin de Fan 

Chuantong Sixiang”,
192

 but it is obvious that he also recognizes the impossibility 

of substituting li with qing in reality. In Honglou Meng, qing is no doubt 

portrayed as a surpassing quality which rises above the boundary between 

reality and illusion, yet its limits are also clearly delineated. The demolition of 

the Prospect Garden, a utopia of qing, precisely shows that failure to reconcile 

qing with li only results in the eradication of the former. Perhaps the tragedy of 

Honglou Meng resides not in ‘the clashes between love and renunciation’,
193

 but 

the unreconciled conflict between qing and li. Both Mudan Ting and Honglou 
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Meng present the transcendental dimension of qing, yet what bifurcates them 

into comedy and tragedy is the possibility of coexistence between qing and li.  

 

 

7. A Religion of qing 
 

Feng Menglong, the pathfinder for the vernacular fiction, most renowned as a 

compiler of his trilogy of collected short stories, does play a part in the 

establishment and consolidation of qing as a novel code of conduct. In the 

preface to his Qing Shi (情史), he declares himself a qing-crazed (情痴) young 

man who is imbued with feelings and emotions, and who loses no time in 

expressing them whenever a chance offers itself: 

 

遇朋儕必傾赤相與，吉凶同患。聞人有奇窮奇枉，雖不相識，求為之地，或力

所不及，則嗟歎累日，中夜展轉不寐。 
 

Amongst my friends and equals I always pour out all my heart, sharing with them in 

both good times and bad. Whenever I hear about a person who is in unusual distress 

or is suffering a great wrong, even though I may not know him, I always render my 

help to him if he seeks it; should it be beyond my ability to help him, then I sigh for 

days, and at night I toss about, unable to get to sleep.
194

 

 

To the causal eye this self-disclosure would evince an indulgent sentimentalist 

who wallows in excessive feelings, whom Wang Yangming would censure for 

failing to examine the Principle of Nature in his innate knowledge. In fact, his 

veneration of qing bespeaks something more than self-indulgence. To Feng’s 

mind, qing is a virtue with a will of its own. It is the highest form of probity 

which edifies, moralizes the world, hence his intention of compiling the book: 

 

如睹春花發，齊生歡喜意。盜賊必不作，姦宄必不起。佛亦何慈悲，聖亦何仁

義。 
 

To observe the bursting forth of qing will be like seeing the budding of spring 

flowers, which brings joy and happiness to all. At that time, robberies and thefts will 

cease to happen, and evil and treason never arise; the Buddha will have no further 

use for his mercifulness and forgiveness, and the sage no further use for his teaching 

benevolence and righteousness.
195

 

 

From the above passage, one can safely deduce that Feng’s earnest espousal of 

qing is based on a surmise that it can rectify social problems and reform 

undesirable conventions. For instance, in acclaiming the match of Zhuo Wenjun 
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and Sima Xiangru as an exemplary model of marriage
196

 and supporting man and 

woman who take to each other to be wed,
197

 Feng implicitly approves of 

marriages that are built on reciprocal love, an idea too liberal in every sense even 

in late Ming. As a replacement for traditional virtues, qing is exalted tantamount 

to, if not superior to, the highest moral truths advocated by different neo-

Confucianists, such as Zhu Xi’s Principle and Wang Yangming’s innate 

knowledge. The Six Classics and a number of sages are adduced in support of 

such notion: 

 

六經皆以情教也 [...] 豈非以情始於男女，凡民之所必開者，聖人亦因而導之，

俾勿作於涼，於是流注於君臣、父子、兄弟、朋友之間而汪然有餘乎！ 

 
The Six Classics all attempt to teach through qing [...] Now, is not all this so because 

qing begins with the relations between a man and a woman; further, since qing is the 

thing that everyone must learn about, has not the Sage himself chosen to guide us 

thereto – lest we be misled by other interpretations – and will not qing consequently 

flow abundantly between lord and vassal, between father and son, between elder and 

younger brothers, and between two friends?
198

 

 

文王、孔子之聖也而情。文正、清獻諸公之方正也而情。子卿、澹庵之堅貞也

而情。衛公之豪俠也而情。和靖、元章之清且潔也而情。 
 

Sages like King Wen and Confucius have qing; those who are upright as Wenzheng, 

Qingxian, and their kind have qing; those who are as persevering as Ziqing and 

Dan’an have qing; those who are as magnanimous as Weigong have qing; and those 

who are as pure and clean as Hejing and Yuanzhang also have qing.
199

 

 

Reinterpreting classic texts to validate a theory is highly prevalent among neo-

Confucianists. By associating qing with the guidance of the Sage, Feng 

substitutes the five cardinal virtues propounded by Mencius
200

 with qing. In the 

same vein to Li Zhi, Feng sees husband and wife as the origin of all other 

relationships. Since qing is the ‘fundament of the entire Confucian tradition’,
201

 

it fosters the continuity and well-being of other forms of relationship. This idea 

bears a close resemblance to Mencius’ preach to extend exhaustively the 
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supreme Confucian ideal, ren (benevolence).
202

 Feng goes on to assert the life-

governing power of qing: 

 

人，生死於情者也；情，不生死於人者也。人生，而情能死之；人死，而情又

能生之。 
 

Man is born from qing and dies on account of qing. Qing, however, is not born from 

man nor does it die on account of man. After a man is born, qing can make him die; 

after a man is dead, qing can resurrect him.
203

 

 

In an echo of Tang Xianzu’s prioritization of qing over life, Feng sees it as the 

ultimate constituent of life itself. This prompts one to ponder on the content of the 

qing, its import, its essence. Yet throughout the whole book, little has been said 

about the actual meaning of qing. What we do know of Qing Shi is that all the 

entries basically deal with romantic relationships, be they between man and woman, 

the same sex, or even sentient and non-sentient beings. Feng doubtless believes that, 

through the telling of love stories, the principles of qing will be manifested.
204

 And 

his assignation of different aspects of qing to twenty four categories illustrates a 

marked divergence from the ancient conception. In ancient texts qing is normally 

divided into six, seven, or fewer compartments. For instance, apart from the 

aforementioned definitions of qing found in Xunzi and Liji, in Baihu Tong 白虎通, it 

is written that “happiness, anger, sadness, joy, love and hate are called the six qing” 

(喜怒哀樂愛惡謂之六情);
205

 in Wenxin Diaolong 文心雕龍, it is believed that 

“human beings are born with seven emotions” (人稟七情 ).
206

 In later times, 

philosophers and scholars usually concentrate on the relations between qing and 

other concepts such as xing and yu. Feng Menglong’s particular classification 

indicates a much more developed conception of qing, in terms of both breadth as 

well as details, of his own and possibly of the general ideology in the late Ming. 

Nevertheless, its precise definition is sadly lacking. It seems that in Feng’s 

perspective, qing is a basic innate instinct which requires no definition or 

explanation.
207

 The closest description of it is given in the complier’s comments in 

the first chapter:  

 

自來忠孝節烈之事，從道理上做者必勉強，從至情上出者必真切。 
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With regard to all matters of loyalty, filial piety, chastity or heroism, if one tries to 

act solely from principle, then one’s actions will certainly be forced; however, one 

tries to act on the basis of genuine qing, then his actions will certainly be sincere.
208

 

 

Descending from the line of thought of Wang Yangming through Li Zhi, it is not 

much of a surprise that Feng argues for the genuine nature of qing and castigates 

anyone who is inauthentic, particularly whom he deems to be hypocritical 

scholar-officials. His rationale is more directly expressed in the preface to 

Shan’ge 山歌: 

 

若夫借男女之真情，發名教之偽藥，其功于《挂枝兒》等。 
 

If I borrow the true feelings of man and woman and am able to uncover the 

falsehoods of Confucianism, the effect will be the same as that of Hanging 

Branches.
209

 

 

 

8. Feng’s Vigilance against the Danger of qing and the 

Tension between qing and yin (淫) in Honglou Meng 
 

Unlike Zhu Xi, Wang Yangming and other thinkers who believe their moral 

ideals solely good, Feng, much as he idealises the edifying function of qing, is 

well aware of its potential danger: 

 

情生愛，愛復生情。情愛相生而不已，則必有死亡滅絕之事。其無事者，幸耳！ 
 

Qing produces ai (passion) and passion again brings forth qing; just as surely as qing 

and passion incessantly give birth to each other, then as certainly will there be 

incidents of death and destruction, and those passionate ones upon whom no harmful 

incidents have fallen are indeed fortunate.
210

 

 

人生煩惱思慮種種，因有情而起。 
 

Man’s anxieties and troubles all arise from his having qing.
211

 

 

His guardedness about qing sometimes puts one in mind of the Cheng brothers, 

Zhu Xi and others of that ilk: 

 

情猶水也，慎而防之，過溢不上，則雖江海之洪，必有溝澮之辱矣。 
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Qing is like water. If one is cautious and on the defensive, when his qing overflows, 

be it even like the flooding of rivers and seas, there will always be canals and ditches 

to contain it.
212

 

 

That they all analgise qing to the imagery of water is no accident. Irrespective of 

the harsh reproaches he heaps on puritan Confucianists, he shares the same 

sense of caution against qing. Although qing is hailed as a paragon of virtue, it 

at the same time can spell harm and suffering, and should be treated with serious 

attention. According to Maram Epstein, the appeal of Qing Shi precisely comes 

from “the paradoxical ability of qing to destroy and redeem, to transgress and 

revitalize”.
213

 It is in this respect that Honglou Meng most resembles Qing Shi. 

Of course similarities between the two are thick on the ground. For example, the 

alternative name of Honglou Meng, Fengyue Baojian 風月寶鑒 (Precious 

Mirror of Romance), runs parallel to Qing Shi’s other name, Qingtian Baojian 

情天寶鑒(Precious Mirror of the Heaven of Love). There is also a striking 

similitude between the image of Feng Menglong portrayed in the preface to 

Qing Shi and that of Baoyu. Being qing-crazed, Baoyu often frets about people 

who are in distress, especially girls. In Chapter thirty-nine, he makes such a fuss 

of a beautiful, deceased wood-thief made up by Grannie Liu as to order Tealeaf 

to look for her shrine.
214

 In addition, Baoyu does attain enlightenment through 

qing and assumes a priestly vocation, an ambition that Feng wants to fulfil 

himself. Indeed, Zhou Ruchang also discerns a keen connection between Qing 

Shi and Honglou Meng, and asserts that the idea of qingbang (情榜) originates 

from the twenty four categories of Qing Shi.
215

 That the two works are related 

may be taken as read. What is noteworthy is their treatment of qing. Like Qing 

Shi, Honglou Meng is essentially a conscious exploration of the many-sided 

diversity of qing, its dark sides as much as its bright sides. It is true that desire is 

not necessarily condemned in both works. For instance, in ‘qingsi’ (情私), the 

third chapter of Qing Shi, some illicit affairs between unmarried young men and 

women are depicted to bear fruit in the end. Likewise, as mentioned earlier, 

desire is well present in Baoyu’s first sexual experience, but it is not denounced 

as a source of evil either. It is yin, the excess of qing and yu, that both authors 

caution against. While the menace of excessive qing is showcased in the 

‘qinghui’ (情穢) category in the former; the excess of qing is most of all 

revealed or concealed in the mysterious character, Qin Keqing, in the latter.  
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In Qing Shi, a story titled “Hejian Fu” 河間婦, which is originally written by 

Liu Zongyuan (773-819),
216

 explores how qing, because of trials and 

temptations, descends to lust and depravity. The protagonist is initially a woman 

of virtue who is devoted to her husband and serves her mother-in-law faithfully. 

Her villainous relatives have designs on tarnishing her reputation and integrity; 

and by both force and seduction, they manage to dishonour her. Yet ironically, 

after such sexual assault, the woman of Hejian not only falls into the grip of lust, 

but also schemes a devious plot to kill her husband so that she can be at liberty 

to lead a promiscuous life. Precisely as Feng Menglong asserts, death and 

destruction can result from qing and passion. As she gradually becomes mired in 

sensual pleasure, her sexual passion intensifies endlessly. In the end she is 

emaciated by excessive sex and dies in infamy. Unlike most of the other pieces 

in the category, which only deal with the subject of lust, “Hejian Fu” sees the 

degeneration of qing into yin. Of course the chapter title ‘qinghui’ already 

makes plain the purpose of the chapter––to illustrate the filthy side of qing, 

which is essentially lust; but the linkage between the two is rarely touched upon. 

Through the author’s epilogue, we know that before her decline and fall, the 

woman of Hejian and her husband are united out of love (以情愛相戀結).
217

 As 

a person of qing, she represents a number of positive qualities – purity (脩潔), 

dutifulness and decency (有賢操) –which are only to be destroyed by lust and 

replaced with wickedness and cruelty. Whereas the irrevocable transformation 

of qing into yin is presented in  

“Hejian Fu”; Honglou Meng illustrates the coexistence of the two, a much more 

complex and conflicting relationship. 

Numerous scholars have written on the enigmatic character, Qin Keqing, 

though ironically, many in the capacity of detective. Such studies bifurcate into 

two main branches: one delving into the dubious relationship between Baoyu 

and Keqing;
218

 the other exploring the death of Keqing.
219

 What is generally 
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agreed among Redologists is the incestuous sexual connection between Keqing 

and her father-in-law, Jia Zhen, which is let slip by the brazen, drunken servant, 

Old Jiao
220

 and more explicitly spelt out in Zhiyan Zhai’s commentaries: 

 

「盡我所有」，為媳婦是非禮之談，父母又將何以待之？故前此有思織酒後狂

言，及今復見此語，含而不露，吾不能為賈珍隱諱。 
 

“To use everything I have” for the funeral of a daughter-in-law is talk lacking in 

propriety. How would he handle that of his own parents? Hence previously there was 

the wild talk of a drunken, churlish servant (Old Jiao), and now there is this improper 

remark. The details are contained yet undisclosed. I cannot cover for Jia Zhen.
221

 

 

「秦可卿淫喪天香樓」，作者用史筆也。老朽因有魂托鳳姐賈家後事二件，豈

是安富尊榮坐享人能想得到者？其事雖未行，其言其意，令人悲切感服，姑赦

之，因命芹溪刪去「遺簪」、「更衣」諸文 [...] 
 

That “Qin Keqing dies in the Celestial Fragrance Pavilion because of her adultery” 

indicates the author’s use of a historiographical style. The two episodes of her soul’s 

appearance to Xifeng and her cautionary advice concerning the later developments of 

the Jia household are matters that people secure in the enjoyment of their wealth can 

indeed think of. Even without revealing her affair, her words and their meaning can 

move people to deep grief and admiration. For these reasons, this Odd Tablet had 

pardoned her and ordered Xueqin and Meixi to delete [the incident of incest].
222

 

 

The real significance of Qin Keqing and her liaison with Jia Zhen lies not in the 

revelation of the moral decay of an aristocratic family like the Jias, for there is 

already a plethora of debauchery and depravity, but in the indispensable relation 

between love and lust. Contrary to Lai Zhenyin’s proposition that the death of 

Qin Keqing signifies the author’s repudiation of the ‘two-in-one’ combination of 

qing and yin,
223

 the author makes no attempt to eradicate yin or deny its close 

linkage to qing, though such linkage is put in an ambivalent and at times, 

paradoxical manner. For instance, while the Prospect Garden is depicted as the 

Utopia of purity, the parallel of the Land of Illusion free of lust and sex, its site 

is originally ‘the dirtiest places in the world’.
224

 The deliberate, glaring omission 

of sex scenes in the Prospect Garden serves not to carve out a space for the 

sentimental self in opposition to the hegemony of fertility and sexuality,
225

 as 
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argued by Lee Haiyan, rather, to highlight its filthy origin, in other words, the 

association between qing and yin. Indeed, a closer examination of the novel well 

reveals traces of sexual issues inside the Garden,
226

 which ironises its ostensible 

cleanness.  

By the same token, Baoyu is rendered on the one hand, as the objectification 

of qing, and on the other hand, as “the most lustful person in the whole world” 

(天下古今第一淫人).
227

 It is true that the author immediately clarifies this 

lustfulness by referring to it as ‘lust of the mind’ (意淫) and distinguishing it 

from promiscuity to make it more acceptable for readers. Even if we 

acknowledge that his is a different kind of lust which also includes “a deep 

affective and intellectual interest in the object of desire”,
228

 we are still 

prompted to ask, does it make Baoyu any less lustful? The answer is indubitably 

in the negative. Moreover, we are informed that “to experience loving feelings is, 

even more assuredly, a kind of lust” (知情更淫 ). Evidences of Baoyu’s 

transgressive behaviour are subtle yet abundant – his homosexual tendencies 

towards Qin Zhong and the other two amorous boys,
229

 his passing fancy for 

Baochai’s snow-white arm,
230

 and his indecent flirtation with Golden,
231

 to name 

a few.  

The treatment of Qin Keqing is equally ambiguous. Her equivocal name can 

be glossed as ‘love is desirable’ (情可親) or in an antithetical fashion, ‘love is 

negligible’ (情可輕), which may give us an inkling of her life and perhaps 

envision “the dual nature of the qing explored in Honglou Meng, as both 

redemptive aesthetic bond and self-destructive sexual desire”.
232

 Her death 

attracts as much controversy as her name. Though to all appearances she seems 

to die of illness, her picture in “Main Register of the Twelve Beauties of Jinling” 

clearly foretells her suicide. Together with the scant information given on her 

background, Keqing remains one of the most enigmatic characters in the novel. 

Nevertheless, she does play the pivotal role of bridging qing and yin, the most 

taboo, perhaps even criminal, subject of Chinese literature. Indeed, according to 

Li Waiyee, Keqing’s death “has to be shrouded in mystery” precisely because 

she “traverses the worlds of sensual desire (yin) and love or longing (qing)”.
233

 

If Paolo Santangelo is right in maintaining that “[t]he fascination of the novel 

resides in the breaking of borders between physical desire and ideal love, lust 

and sincere affection”
234

 then it is in Keqing’s character that both qualities are 

                                                           
226 Angelina Yee rightly discerns and outlines the traces of sexual issues within the Prospect 

Garden. See Yee 1990, p. 634. 
227 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 57; Hawkes 2012, Vol. 1, p. 137. 
228 Santangelo 2006, p. 195. 
229 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, pp. 95-97. 
230 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, pp. 299-300. 
231 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 318. 
232 Epstein 2001, p. 164. 
233 Lee Waiyee 2004, p. 260. 
234 Santangelo 2006, p. 198. 



258    MING QING STUDIES 2016 

manifested to the full; it is also in her character that the destruction of excessive 

qing is forewarned. In the course of the story, the connection between qing and 

lust is first introduced in the words of judgement of Keqing in the “Main 

Register of the Twelve Beauties of Jinling”: 

 

情天情海幻情身，情既相逢必主淫。謾言不肖皆榮出，造釁開端實在寧。 
 

Love was her sea, her sky; in such excess; Love, meeting with its like, breeds 

wantonness. Say not our troubles all from Rong’s side came; For their beginning 

Ning must take the blame.
235

 

 

As if to make it conspicuous enough not to escape the readers’ notice, the author 

uses the word qing for fourth times in her judgement alone, and none in that of 

others. And by virtue of the frequency of its occurrence not only in her words of 

judgement, but also in the Twelfth Song of “A Dream of Golden Days”, a song 

that encapsulates her life, we know for certain Keqing’s role in the construction 

of the novel. Unlike the woman of Hejian who initially embodies qing and later 

descends into yin, Keqing is the incarnation of both at the same time. Qing, an 

archetypical quality representing purity and beauty, is displayed from the praises 

her mother-in-law, You-shi, lavishes on her good looks and sweet nature,
236

 as 

well as the immense grief the entire household feels at her death.
237

 But at the 

same time, as in the case of Baoyu, she is also the embodiment of yin and her 

vice must be revealed. Hence her adultery is vaguely hinted in the story proper, 

and the comments of Odd Tablet are deliberately preserved to spell it out. Well 

before Baoyu is given the suspicious label, ‘lust of the mind’, the tie between 

qing and yin is secured in Keqing. It is no accident that Keqing is the one who 

ushers Baoyu into his dream, where he becomes enchanted with qing and 

associated with yin. And it is equally important to have Jianmei, the shadowy 

figure of Keqing, to initiate Baoyu into the art of love. A transgressive character 

herself, only she appears in the form of a deity, an apparition as well as a 

morally suspicious mortal; and only she is fit to “lead Baoyu across the 

boundary between love and lust, dream and reality”.
238

 The warning of her 

premature death is therefore threefold. First, in her capacity as one of the 

Beauties of Jinling, it foreshadows the fate of other girls in the Register.
239

 

Second, the admonishment of her spirit serves as an early augury of decline of 

the Jia, especially in its heyday when not a single soul bewares of the danger of 

its collapse. And above all, it warns of death and destruction, as a result of 

excessive qing, or in other words, yin.  

                                                           
235 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 52; Hawkes 2012, Vol. 1, p. 121. 
236 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 104. 
237 Honglou Meng, Vol. 1, p. 127. 
238 Yee Angelina 1990, pp. 623-624. 
239 See Li Zhuxi 2008, pp. 82-83. But Li goes too far as he reduces other characters including 

Daiyu, Baochai, Xifeng, to mere shadows of Keqing.  
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However, in his lamentation over the death of another character, You Sanjie 

尤三姐, Zhiyan Zhai suggests a mutually exclusive relationship between qing 

and yin: 

 

餘嘆世人不識「情」字，常把「淫」字當作「情」字。殊不知淫里有情，情里

無淫，淫必傷情，情必戒淫，情斷處淫生，淫斷處情生。三姐項上一橫，是絕

情，乃是正情；湘蓮萬根皆消，是無情，乃是至情。 
 

Alas, it is regrettable that the world does not understand the word, qing and often 

mistakes it for yin. They know not qing is absent in yin, and yin is absent in qing; yin 

must harm qing, and qing has to guard against yin; yin originates from the 

elimination of qing, and qing originates from the elimination of yin. Sanjie’s slash at 

her throat is a ruthless act, the right kind of qing. Xianglian’s severance of all ties is a 

heartless act, the utmost form of qing.
240

 

 

In the light of the paramount authority the Zhiyan Zhai commentators often 

exert on readers, such clear-cut distinction seems to provide an immediate 

answer for the enigma, or some indisputable definitions of qing and yin. Indeed, 

some scholars see it as evidence of the author’s intention to create a world free 

of lust and filth.
241

 Be that as it may, a closer examination of the passage 

actually tells a different story. Sanjie, who is said to possess ‘the right kind of 

qing’, does have a sordid, amorous past. In the novel, few characters are 

endowed with both qing and yin and Sanjie is definitely one of them. What is 

ironic about her suicide is that just as she is determined to dispense with her past 

amours, Xianglian hears tell of them and goes back on his marriage pledge. And 

her very slash at her throat, an act acclaimed as ‘the right kind of qing’ is 

precisely driven by her previous wantonness, which seems to symbolise the 

impossibility of the separation of qing and yin. In a similar vein to Feng 

Menglong’s treatment of qing, in Honglou Meng, while the menace of excessive 

qing, or yin, is insinuated in the deaths of Keqing and Sanjie, and arguably the 

disintegration of the Prospect Garden, in other parts of the novel, qing is still 

celebrated as a symbol of ideals. It is these seemingly contradictory approaches 

to qing that complicate its position as a recurring motif, confusing our views of 

the subject. Many scholars attribute the difference in the attitudes towards qing 

to the existence of a work entitled The Precious Mirror of Romance, a 

framework on which Cao Xueqin develops his own Honglou Meng:  

 
To this extent we may speak of a world of the Precious Mirror where love is carnal 

and transgressive (i.e. qing is often the equivalent of se), and where the mythic-

fantastic realm is invoked to reimpose order and to dramatize the opposition between 

obsessive sexual passion and well-defined moral imperatives. The concept of event 

in these sections is quite different from its counterpart in the garden world. In the 

                                                           
240 Yu Pingbo 1975, p. 485. The translation is mine. 
241 See Lai Zhenyin 1999, pp. 116-130. 
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Grand View Garden, games, literary gatherings, and petty misunderstandings count 

as major events. The tempo and scale of events are very different in the world of the 

Precious Mirror: stories of love and death unfold at a relatively hurried pace.
242

 

 

That Honglou Meng is the final edition of The Precious Mirror of Romance is 

first posited by Yurui in his Zaozhuang Xianbi 棗窗閒筆,
243

 and advocated by a 

number of Redologists such as Dai Bufan.
244

 While the entangled textual history 

may account in part for the two different treatments of qing, it does not 

undermine Cao’s position as the author, and more importantly, his decision to 

include the so-called “Precious Mirror episodes”. The effort to centre the 

storyline on qing, and to underscore its connection with yin is obviously 

conscious and deliberate. Be it the sublimation of qing or the delineation of its 

potential peril, after all, the emphasis should be placed on the purview of its life-

and-death influence. If Lee Haiyan’s theory that qing is the integration of the 

pure, quintessential humour and the cruel, perverse humour
245

 is right, then 

perhaps the commentary of Leng Zi-xing serves as the best gloss of the concept 

of qing in Honglou Meng: 

 

成則公侯，敗則賊了。 
 

Zhang victorious is a hero, Zhang beaten is a lousy knave.
246
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Introduction 
 

Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472-1529) and his followers (the Wang School) 

emphasize the heart-mind as the genuine source of moral judgment and 

motivation. It is difficult to assess their influence in the society of the Ming 

Dynasty. Some followers of Wang Yangming were accused of corrupting the 

morals of the scholar-officials, for they tend to re-evaluate tradition, to 

transgress conventional communal norms, and thus to discard as superfluous the 

learning and practice of rituals. The Wang School is generally associated with 

the tendency towards individuality rather than with the obedience to rituals and 

communal norms. This stereotype is not totally groundless, for it is borne out by 

the works of many Confucians in the transitional period from Ming to Qing. 

Among the followers of Wang Yangming, the Taizhou 泰州  School is 

especially to blame. Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610-1695), in his Mingru Xue’an 

明儒學案 (Scholarly Records of Ming Confucians), has already shown his 

abhorrence of some thinkers of the Taizhou School, commenting that their 

rebellious nature would no longer be bound by social norms and rituals.
2
 

However, Huang Zongxi takes a very special attitude towards Luo Jinxi 羅

近溪 (hao or pseudonym: Jinxi; real name: Luo Rufang 羅汝芳, 1515-1588), a 

thinker representative of the Taizhou School. Huang Zongxi devotes half a 

volume of Mingru Xue’an to Luo, in length even longer than the volume 

devoted to Wang Yangming, second only to the volume dedicated to Liu 

Zongzhou 劉宗周  (1578-1645), Huang Zongxi’s master. Luo is generally 

considered as equally influential as Wang Ji 王畿 (1498-1583), a disciple of 

Wang Yangming. Both made original contribution to the development of 

Chinese thought in the Ming Dynasty. Contemporary neo-Confucian thinker 

Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 even considers Luo’s thought as the completion of the 

                                                        
1 This research is funded by one of the “Significant Projects of Philosophy and Social 

Sciences Research, Ministry of Education” in China (教育部哲學社會科學研究重大課題攻

關項目): “Contemporary Interpretation and Practice of Chinese Traditional Morals and 

Culture” (中國傳統道德文化的現代詮釋和實踐路徑研究) (14JZD040). 
2 Mingru Xue’an, p. 703. 
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movement of the Wang School, comparable to Zen as the completion of 

Buddhism.
3
 Luo is the master of Tang Xianzu 湯顯祖 (1550-1616), a great 

dramatist. He is also much admired by Li Zhi 李贄 (1527-1602), another 

Master of the Taizhou School, a truly “rebellious” freethinker, to whom Huang 

Zongxi reserves no space in Mingru Xue’an. Perhaps the reason why Huang 

devoted so great a space to Luo, is exactly to show that the intellectual 

“rebellion” of Li Zhi and other Taizhou School followers is not necessarily a 

product of Luo’s teaching. Huang betrays his intent at the beginning of the book, 

where he cites Liu Zongzhou’s comment on Luo, in which Liu said that he 

recorded some of Luo’s sayings so that the heretics could not abuse Luo’s 

thought as a pretext for their own transgression of names and rituals.
4
  

It goes without saying that it is unfair to blame the corruption of a society 

and the downfall of a dynasty on freethinkers such as Li Zhi for their 

revolutionary thoughts. As Wu Zhen has pointed out, Huang Zongxi’s criticism 

is unfair towards such controversial Taizhou School leaders as Yan Jun 顔鈞

(1504-1596) and He Xinyin 何心隱 (1517-1579), who devoted themselves to 

Jiangxue 講學 (i.e. teaching and discussion in private schools) which became 

accessible even to the illiterate, in order to revive Confucian value in the 

countryside, and to restore the order of society.
5
 The practice of Jiangxue was 

regarded by Wang Gen 王艮 (1483-1541), founder of the Taizhou School, as 

the starting point of the undertaking to keep the world in good order (經世之業

莫先於講學).
6
 In this paper, rather than to simply negate the value of the 

Taizhou School (especially noteworthy is its attempt to awaken individuality and 

re-evaluate traditional norms), I will try to demonstrate that besides its 

seemingly deconstructive tendency, the legacy of the Taizhou School could also 

be ascribed another tendency, represented by Luo Jinxi’s notion of body, his 

view of moral spontaneity, and of the value of communal life, a tendency whose 

proclaimed aim is to recover social solidarity and underpin ethical norms by a 

new construal of the meaning of rituals. 

 

 

1. Overview of Luo’s Thought 
 

The biography of Luo Jinxi in Huang Zongxi’s Mingru Xue’an provides the best 

overview of Luo’s life and thought. Ming Confucians are fond of submitting 

short formulations of tenets (宗旨 zongzhi) as their guideline of self-cultivation 

and hermeneutical highlights. Short formulations such as “x as ideal”, “x as the 

goal”, “x as foundation” are frequently used to summarize a Confucian’s thought 

                                                        
3 Mou 1979, p. 291. 
4 Mingru Xue’an, p. 21. 
5 Cf. Wu Zhen 2005, p. 56. 
6 Wang Xinzhai Quanji, p. 66. 



Thinking through the Heart of a Child   269 

in Huang Zongxi’s Mingru Xue’an. Luo sometimes uses “seeking ren” (求仁 

qiuren) as tenet,
7
 sometimes admits that the “child’s heart” (赤子之心 chizi zhi 

xin) is his tenet.
8
 Mingru Xue’an summarizes Luo’s thought as follows: 

 
The goal of learning for Master [Luo] is to have a heart of a child that [according to 

Mencius’ classical description] has knowledge and capability that do not come from 

deliberation or learning. His greatest vision is that Heaven, Earth, and all things form 

one body; when one attains a penetrating comprehension of this unity, one forgets the 

limit of the physical body as well as the distinction between the self and others. Such 

a principle of oneness is a never-ending life-giving process. There is no need to 

control or to seek to continue such process. All one needs to do is to give up such 

seeking and control in the ‘here and now’, and immerse oneself in the natural 

undifferentiated unity. If you have difficulty in your effort (gongfu 工夫 ) of 

self-cultivation to getting closer to the ideal, then let “no need of strenuous effort” be 

your effort (gongfu). If you feel that your mind is like a shoreless ocean, then let “no 

dependence of anchoring to the shore” be your mind’s aspiration. Loosen the rope of 

the ship, untie the oars, and set sail to windward, nothing will go wrong. The 

common Confucian learners do not realize such a way, and regard purity and 

tranquility as the original state of the heart-mind. Fascinated by such illusion, they 

hold it close to their chest. Unlike the natural illumination of a child, their effort is 

like sustaining livelihood in hell.
9
 

 

Huang Zongxi’s summary of Luo’s thought is echoed in Luo’s biography, 

written by Zhou Rudeng 周汝登  (1547-1629), in which Zhou added a 

communal dimension to the summary of Luo’s teaching: regarding “filial piety, 

brotherly respect, and parental deep love” (孝弟慈 xiao-ti-ci) as substantial, and 

“cultivating brilliant virtue in the world” as the greatest vision.
10

  

Thus the elements of Luo’s thoughts could be encapsulated in three phrases: 

(1) the heart of a child; (2) forming one body with Heaven, Earth and all things; 

(3) xiao-ti-ci, three key familial norms representing all communal life and duties. 

In the following sections, the thought concisely represented above will be 

elucidated at length. Section 2 explores how Luo departs from the common 

Neo-Confucian way of seeking purity and tranquility of the heart-mind, and how 

the notion of the “original heart of a child” opens up a new vision of somatic 

theory for Luo. Section 3 carefully analyzes Luo’s view of the body. Section 4 

explains how this view of the body lends itself to an appreciation of communal 

life and values. Based on the above observations, Section 5 discusses the 

significance of ritual in Luo’s thought. 

The framework of this paper is not intended to suggest that Luo is a 

systematic thinker. The sequence of “heart–body–community–ritual” herewith 

                                                        
7 Luo Rufang Ji, pp. 126, 199, 277, 347, 356, 375, 387, 410. 
8 Luo Rufang Ji, pp. 35-36; Mingru Xue’an, p. 763. 
9 Mingru Xue’an, p. 762. In this paper all translations from primary sources in Chinese 

language are mine, unless otherwise indicated. 
10 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 862.  
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suggested does not form a deductive system of doctrines. Rather, in most of 

Luo’s dialogues these topics are intertwined. Each doctrine could imply others. 

As a path-breaking introduction to Luo’s thought in English literature, this paper 

tries to track, by taking Luo’s case as an example, the evolution of thoughts in 

the Wang School’s “learning of the heart” (心學 xinxue). In doing so, I have to 

begin with how Luo’s notion of heart deviates from Wang’s, and how it evolves 

like an “organic” whole that consequentially comes to endorse the value of ritual 

and communal values, a tendency distinct from that of some other Taizhou 

School followers such as Li Zhi. 

 

 

2. The Heart of a Child 
 

This “heart of a child” is a defining label of Luo’s thought. Almost all other 

Luo’s teachings are grounded in this notion. As reported by Huang Zongxi and 

Zhou Rudeng, Luo’s goal of self-cultivation is “to have the originally good heart 

of a child” (赤子良心 chizi liangxin), in contrast with the common Confucians’ 

ideal of purity and tranquility of the heart-mind that could only be attained after 

a long strenuous spiritual discipline.  

Huang Zongxi, in Mingru Xue’an, tells us an interesting anecdote that 

explains why Luo shifted his basic position from that of the common 

Confucians. 

In his youth, Luo used to share the ideal of self-cultivation with most 

Confucians. After he had read Xue Xuan 薛瑄 (1389-1464)’s statement “the 

persistent selfish desires have long been disturbing my heart-mind. I should 

discard them all, and restore my pure and tranquil heart-mind”,
11

 he even 

endeavored to practice quiet sitting in a Buddhist temple, and put water and 

mirror on the table, in the hope that his heart-mind could become as ideally 

peaceful as water and mirror. Such effortful seeking only brought him 

discomfort and anxiety.
12

 Then he met Yan Jun, a disciple of Wang Gen, who 

told him that his seeking of the “unmoved heart-mind” (Mencius’s term) is “only 

a way of repressing desire, rather than a way of experiencing ren (仁 

humaneness/humanity)”.
13

 Luo asked, without restricting desires, how can one 

experience ren? Obviously, Luo had the mindset that Zhu Xi and most 

neo-Confucians all shared, namely, the conviction that desires would obscure the 

principle of Heaven endowed in the heart-mind. Yan Jun answered, 

 
have you not heard about Mencius’s word on the ‘Four Beginnings’? Mencius says: 

                                                        
11 Mingru Xue’an, p. 760. 
12 According to Luo’s biography written by Li Zhi, such endeavor caused Luo disease. Luo’s 

father then gave him Wang Yangming’s Instructions for Practical Living, by the reading of 

which Luo gradually healed his disease (Luo Rufang Ji, p. 868). 
13 Mingru Xue’an, pp. 760-761. 
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“If anyone with these ‘Four Beginnings’ in him knows how to give them the fullest 

extension and development, the result will be like fire beginning to burn or a spring 

beginning to shoot forth”.
14

 How straightforward it is to experience ren in this way! 

Do not worry that the life-giving process embodied in your nature would cease; pay 

attention, rather, to what you use every day but neglect in your daily life.
15 

 

After hearing Yan Jun’s instruction, Luo felt like waking up from a long dream. 

After Luo had departed from the common neo-Confucians’ pursuit of tranquility 

and purity, he emphasized the notion of “the original heart of a child” to a 

greater extent. In what follows we shall explore how the notion of “the original 

heart of a child” opened up a new vision of somatic theory for Luo. Before we 

turn to the genesis of his somatic theory, let us first examine this very seed, date 

it to the classical Confucian text, and summarize its contents.  

The term “the heart of a child” (赤子之心 chizi zhi xin) came from the Book 

of Mencius 4B: 12. Mencius said, “the great man is one who does not lose his 

[originally good] child’s heart”.
16

 Luo uses chizi zhi xin much more frequently 

than chizi liangxin (赤子良心 the originally good heart of a child). Chizhi refers 

to infants. Note that there is a very different interpretation of this saying of 

Mencius. Jiao Xun 焦循 (1763-1820) believes that this saying deals with 

politics rather than private morality. According to him, this sentence means: the 

great governors are those who take care of what the people need, just like 

parents take care of their own children.
17

 In this paper, however, we only pay 

attention to how Luo draws on Mencius’s sayings, rather than Mencius’s original 

meaning itself. 

Liangxin (originally good heart) can also be dated to Mencius, translated 

slightly differently in Wing-tsit Chan’s Sourcebook as “originally good mind”:  
 

Is there not [also] a heart of humanity and righteousness originally existing in man? 

The way in which he loses his originally good mind is like the way in which the trees 

are hewed down with axes and hatchets. As trees are cut down day after day, can a 

mountain retain its beauty?
18

  

 

In order to show that xing (human nature/direction of growth) is good, Mencius 

uses the instance of the heart’s direct response that manifests incipient morally 

good tendencies, such as compassion for the miserable, feelings of shame when 

facing humiliation. Mencius believes that human beings are universally 

endowed with such morally good tendencies. For example, he says:  

 
The ability possessed by men without their having acquired it by learning is innate 

                                                        
14 A Sourcebook of Chinese Philosophy, pp. 65-66. 
15 Mingru Xue’an, pp. 760-761. 
16 A Sourcebook of Chinese Philosophy, p. 76. 
17 Mengzi Zhengyi, p. 556. 
18 Mencius 6A: 8, A Sourcebook of Chinese Philosophy, p. 56. 
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ability, and the knowledge possessed by them without deliberation is innate 

knowledge [良知 liangzhi]. Children carried in the arms all know to love their 

parents. As they grow, they all know to respect their elder brothers. To have filial 

affection for parents is humanity, and to respect elders is righteousness.
19

 

 

Wang Yangming and Luo Jinxi both draw on Mencius’s ideas and terms, but Luo 

pays much closer attention to Mencius’s view of the child’s heart and knowledge. 

By contrast, Wang uses more frequently Mencius’s liangzhi (innate or originally 

good knowledge), and in Wang’s usage, liangzhi always refers to a human 

being’s capacity for moral feelings, an a priori criterion for moral judgment, and 

the ability to examine oneself, which are more typically possessed by a mature 

person rather than a child.
20

 Wang uses the child’s case only to demonstrate that 

these capacities are universal. It is Luo who takes the term “child’s heart” 

literally and gives a phenomenological account of a child’s somatic experience, 

and elevates its value in the matrix of Confucian metaphysical belief in the unity 

of Heaven and humanity. Only in a very few cases did Luo talk about the heart’s 

capacity for self-reflection and moral self-examination.
21

 

Luo’s notion of “the heart of a child” could be analyzed as follows. First, a 

child’s heart has capability and knowledge that do not come from learning or 

deliberation.
22

 Obviously, this characterization came from Mencius’s liang-zhi. 
Interestingly, this feature suggests a linkage between a child and a “great man” 

or a sage, since the sages attain a due measure and degree of things without 

deliberation, and hit upon the mean without strenuous effort, as we were told by 

the Doctrine of the Mean (which are widely believed to be written by Zisi or by 

the school of Zisi and Mencius). This sagely ease is another important resource 

of Luo’s thought.
23

 Luo stresses that the “child’s heart” and sagehood are 

identical:  

 

本來赤子之心完養，即是大人之聖。 

 

The completion and cultivation of the original heart of children is the sagehood of a 

great man.
24

  

 

Commenting on Mencius’s saying about the child’s heart and a great man, Luo 

says: 

 

                                                        
19 Mencius 7A: 15, A Sourcebook of Chinese Philosophy, p. 80 (interpolation mine). 
20 Yang Cho-hon gives Luo’s notion of the child’s heart a rather “Kantian” interpretation 

under the influence of Mou Zongsan’s theory of “moral subjectivity” (cf. Yang 2006). 

Mei-Chuan Chang instead interprets Luo’s thought from the perspective of qi (material force) 

and body (cf. Chang 2010, 2012). 
21 See Luo Rufang Ji, p. 267. 
22 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 37. 
23 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 7. 
24 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 125. 
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不是說大人方能不失赤子之心，卻是說赤子之心自能做得大人。 

 

It does not mean that only the great man can keep the child’s heart; rather, it means 

that [the person who has] the child’s heart can become a great man on his own.
25

  

 

That means the child’s heart is universal and is crucial for becoming a great man. 

When discussing this with friends, Luo seized the moment when a friend could 

not help but doubt Luo’s theory, and pointed out that such doubt is a case of 

non-deliberative knowledge and inborn capability, and used it to show that 

everyone has a child’s heart, the key to sagehood.
26

 Luo seems to have 

expanded the meaning of the notion “child’s heart”, when he includes theoretical 

doubt as part of the heart’s inborn capability. His heuristic way of teaching does 

sometimes sacrifice conceptual accuracy. 

Second, another characterization of the “child’s heart” by Luo is also a 

legacy of Mencius’s “originally good knowledge and capability”: children’s 

affective attachment to the people around them, typically, the love for parents 

and respect for elder brothers.
27

 Mencius uses it to point out that such inborn 

effective capacity serves as the foundation for rituals and morality. For Mencius, 

this is the content of the terms “originally good knowledge” and “originally 

good capability”, while for Luo, it is by far not the defining feature of the term 

“child’s heart”. The following are rather interesting features of Luo’s notion. 

Third, a child’s heart is still one with the body, unlike that of grown-ups who 

tend to forget their somatic state in the ‘here and now’, and let their thoughts run 

wild beyond the realm of somatic feelings. Luo says:  

 
Mind and body, like two ends of a single thread, love to keep their unity, and would 

suffer from the bifurcation or tension between them.
28

  

 

Thus, little children never think beyond the somatic realm of the here and now, 

they delight in the unreflected and undifferentiated unity of somatic experience, 

but grown-ups tend to be distracted by anger, fear, anxiety, and desire etc., to the 

extent that they lose themselves and forget their bodies. 

Fourth, though this “child’s heart” is typically owned by an infant, whose 

mind and senses are not yet differentiated, Luo considers it as a universal 

potential in all human beings. Grown-ups whose minds and senses are undivided 

could be considered as having the heart of a child, which Luo describes as “the 

undifferentiated genuine state [of heart-mind]” (渾然無二之真體 ) and 

“Heaven’s secret design of pure highest good” (純然至善之天機).
29

 Here Luo 

borrows Mencius’s terms (e.g. da-ti and xiao-ti) but departs greatly from 

                                                        
25 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 196.  
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Mencius, who stresses the contrast between the heart-mind and the senses. 

Mencius calls the heart-mind da-ti (greater body), and regards the senses as 

xiao-ti (smaller body), and says those who follow the “greater body” become 

great men, and those who follow the “smaller body” become “small men” 

(xiao-ren, the morally inferior person). He explains:  
 

When our senses of sight and hearing are used without thought and are thereby 

obscured by material things, the material things act on the material senses and lead 

them astray. That is all. The function of the mind is to think. If we think, we will get 

them (the principles of things). If we do not think, we will not get them. This is what 

Heaven has given to us. If we first build up the nobler part of our nature, then the 

inferior part cannot overcome it. It is simply this that makes a man great.
30

  

 

This does not mean that Mencius believes that there is always tension between 

the senses and the mind, but clearly Mencius believes that it is the mind’s 

capacity for self-reflection (which is not part of the capacity of the senses) that 

makes a man great. By contrast, what Luo praises about the heart of a child is 

not its self-reflective power, but the undifferentiated state of somatic experience, 

in which the heart-mind’s activity does not go beyond the object of the senses.  

Fifth, the child’s heart has great flexibility without fixation on objects. As 

Luo points out, an infant looks to the left when called from the left; to the right 

when called from the right. It is totally flexible without getting fixated by any 

particular objects. For most Confucian, as well as Taoist, spiritual exercises, 

such a state is ideal for the heart-mind. For instance, Zhuangzi says the 

heart-mind of a sage resembles a mirror, it responds to things but it does not 

store image.
31

 Not only does Luo call this “originally good”, he even goes so far 

as to say that in this sense, the child’s heart has nothing that it cannot know or be 

capable of.
32

 

Sixth, the child’s heart is full of joy. Continuous to Wang Gen’s thought, Luo 

thinks that the reward of Confucian learning is that it brings joy to the learners. 

The common people all share the same source of joy as the great joy of the 

sage-king Shun, who could still be joyful and forget the world even in an 

unfavorable political predicament (in Mencius’s imaginary case of Shun’s 

self-exile after his rescue of his guilty father). Such common source of joy is the 

child’s heart. Luo says: 

 
Observe a newborn infant: when the parents and brothers lovingly take care of her, 

she smiles, which makes her even more endearing. If her brothers then smile back to 

her, the joy of smiling increases a hundred times! There must be a heavenly principle 

of things lying in this! This mutual love and joy are what is meant by ‘love of 

excellent virtue’ in the Book of Odes. Such is actually the originally good knowledge 
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and capability by means of which one knows and is capable of everything.
33

  

 

Luo believes that this joy is not simply a human emotion; rather, the joy is 

ubiquitous as a manifestation of Heaven’s creativity in the life-giving process. 

Luo says:  

 
the birth of a human being is given by the Creator [in Confucian context, this term 

“creator” could mean nature rather than an anthropomorphic God], it has by its own 

the joy of nature.
34

 

 

Like Wang Yangming, Luo considers joy as the genuine state of the heart-mind. 

Luo’s originality lies in that he ascribes this joy to Heaven and relates it to 

“child’s heart”, and regards it as the key to the Confucian Way.  

Seventh, not only joy, but also the source of the whole “heart of a child” is 

ascribed to Heaven or Nature (tian). Luo takes a strikingly bold stride as he 

claims that the child’s heart is the “Mandate of Heaven” (tianming), of which a 

superior man should be in awe.
35

 In early pre-Qin texts, “Mandate of Heaven” 

is strictly a religious and spiritual term that could be used to justify King Wen 

and Wu’s revolution, a term that is later rationalized and moralized by Confucius, 

who states:  

 
At fifty I knew the Mandate of Heaven.

36
 [Moreover] the superior man stands in awe 

of three things. He stands in awe of the Mandate of Heaven; he stands in awe of great 

men; and he stands in awe of the words of the sages.
37

 

 

By ascribing the heart of a child to Heaven’s life-giving force, Luo secularizes 

and naturalizes the term “Mandate of Heaven”.  

Last but not least, this “genuine heart” is not objectifiable. Any intentional 

endeavor to grasp it would fail, or at most only entertain an illusion.
38

 “The 

more eagerly you try to grasp it, the more you lose it”.
39

 Based on this 

observation, Luo disapproves of most neo-Confucians’ way of self-cultivation, 

especially the effortful quest of spiritual purity and tranquility. Here lies a very 

tricky problem: given that the “genuine heart of a child” is the key to the 

Confucian Way of self-cultivation, if its non-objectifiability fails all intentional 

endeavor to grasp it, how is self-cultivation possible? To answer this question, 

Luo has a heuristic statement that “the child carrying tea is Dao”.
40

 He points 

out that the child must carry cups of tea from the teahouse to the living room to 

                                                        
33 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 433.  
34 Mingru Xue’an, pp. 790-791. 
35 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 41.  
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38 Luo Rufang Ji, pp. 180-181. 
39 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 85. 
40 Luo Rufang Ji, pp. 44-45, 265.  
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serve the guests, going over many steps and thresholds without dropping a cup! 

The cultivation of the heart-mind should be so: it requires caution, but not any 

deliberation that tends to disengage the agency from his activities. 

 

 

3. From Heart-mind to Body 
 

Generally speaking, dualism between body and mind or soul is not the 

mainstream of traditional Chinese thought.
41

 Confucians ascribe positive value 

to the body, for example, Zengzi, renowned for his filial piety, treats the body as 

a precious gift from parents, he took care of his body, protected it from harm 

almost as seriously as a religious commitment.
42

 Mencius says:  

 
Form and color (our body) are nature endowed by Heaven. It is only the sage who 

can put his physical form to full use.
43

  

 

Confucians seldom treat mind and body as two distinct entities. Despite such a 

favorable attitude toward the body, some neo-Confucians are fond of discussing 

the heart-mind and xing (nature), leaving the body only as a passive subject, 

whose desires should be regulated by the self-reflective heart-mind, whose 

vitality should be constrained or transformed to conform to rituals. In 

Confucianism, the Taizhou School attaches the highest value to the body. Wang 

Gen states that body and Dao are one and the same; to respect the body is to 

respect Dao.
44

 Luo also expresses the same conviction that “one’s own body is 

Dao” (吾身即道).
45

 It is Luo who provides substantial arguments – mostly 

encapsulated in his exegesis of the Confucian Classics – for such an elevation of 

the value of the body. Why, then, does the dimension of body become crucial to 

Luo’s way of self-cultivation? 

First, Luo considers heart and human nature as Heaven’s life force of 

creativity with which human beings are endowed. Heart and nature participate in 

the life-giving process of Heaven, and “body is the solid ice frozen in the stream 

of heart and nature” (故吾此身, 即心性之堅冰也).
46

 Moreover, Heaven’s 

unceasing life-giving force is the source by means of which the body functions 

well.
47

 From birth till death, every activity of the human body merges into the 

great “body” of Heaven. Through the movement of ears, eyes and four limbs, 

the heart of Heaven manifests itself.
48

 Responding to the Song-Confucians’ 
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contrast between the human physical makeup and the originally good nature, 

Luo stresses that neither manifestations of the originally good nature, nor 

practices of virtues are possible without somatic functions.
49

 Elsewhere, Luo 

says that if the body obeys the heart-mind, then the physical makeup of qi 
(material force) would be transformed into the transcendental “nature of the 

mandate of Heaven” (tianming zhi xing).
50

 

Second, not only does the source of the body lie in Heaven’s creativity, but 

the activities of the body are also at every moment intertwined with all things in 

the world.
51

 Luo states:  

 
The formation of my body depends on all things, and all things have functions to be 

explored through my body. At the beginning, the body is not a body on its own, but 

dependent on a sufficient supply of things; when a [human] body is formed, through 

reflection and self-use, it aids all things to become themselves. Therefore, if the body 

takes its stand, it helps others take their stand; if the body realizes itself, it also helps 

all things realize themselves.
52

 

 

Third, drawing on Mencius’s idea that physical form is the nature endowed by 

Heaven,
53

 Luo states that only those who use the body excellently can be 

regarded as fully human and truly worthy of the gift.
54

  

Fourth, discourse about heart-mind and nature is empty if not applied to the 

cultivation of the body. At the end of his lecture on the Mencius 7A: 1 – a 

passage that deals with heart-mind and nature, and concludes with the sentence: 

“to cultivate one’s person [shen, 身 (self/body)] and wait for [destiny (ming, 

fate, Heaven’s decree or mandate) to take its own course] is the way to fulfill 

one’s destiny”,
55

 Luo raised a question: 

 
Now that Mencius’s discourse on heart-mind and nature is profound and subtle, why 

does he still talk about the body? Isn’t it superficial?
56

  

 

The audience didn’t know how to answer, then Luo said:  

 
For a person in the practice of Confucian learning, only the knowledge [of rituals, 

music and dances, etc.] embodied in the four limbs [i.e. the body] can be called 

genuine knowledge.
57
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Last but not least, Luo believes that a person, even a criminal in prison, who 

knows to protect body and life, has the initial potential to become good.
58

 This 

doctrine is characteristic of the Taizhou School. Wang Gen unambiguously 

specifies how important it is to “protect one’s own body” as part of the contents 

of the originally good knowledge.
59

 In seeking support from the Classics, he 

appeals to the Great Learning which states that “self-cultivation” (xiushen 修身) 

lies at the foundation of public administration, he states that this very 

“self-cultivation” is to give the body security and peace (anshen 安身).
60

 By so 

doing, Wang Gen reforms the doctrine of the Great Learning, transforming its 

teaching of moral self-discipline into a manifesto of the value of the body and 

self-love. Wang Gen compares the significance of the body of an individual to a 

carpenter’s square (ge 格) by which he checks right angles. A learner of the 

Great Learning uses his body as a criterion to test any rules to be applied to the 

country and to the whole world.
61

 

 

 

4. From Body to Community: Familial Norms of ‘xiao-ti-ci’ 

(孝弟慈) 
 

In order to defend Luo as an orthodox Confucian, Huang Zongxi comments that 

in his later lecture notes, Luo based his doctrine on his understanding of 

xiao-ti-ci (filial piety, brotherly respect, and parental deep love) in the Great 

Learning, without ever mentioning Taoism and Buddhism.
62

 We can find many 

texts where Luo states that familial norms such as xiao-ti-ci lie at the foundation 

of his teaching, and even believes that these mark the major difference between 

his own teaching and Zhu Xi’s scholarship of the Classics as well as Wang 

Yangming’s learning of the heart-mind.
63

 It is not surprising for us to note such 

emphasis, if we consider the following reasons. 

First, traditional Confucianism, as represented by the Great Learning, 

regards politics as a natural extension of family ethics. Luo also teaches that 

xiao-ti-ci could be extended from an individual to the family, to the whole 

country, and then to the world, and regards it as the quintessence of the doctrine 

of the Great Learning.
64

  

Second, Luo points out that human activities, such as protecting one’s own 

body from harm and working hard for the sustenance of family, are all motivated 
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by their love of their families.
65

 

Third, Luo’s special emphasis on xiao-ti-ci is a natural corollary of his view 

that familial norms are rooted in the emotional bonds between parents and 

siblings innate in humans and present in a child’s heart. Therefore, most of the 

teachings about xiao-ti-ci can be deduced from the contents of Luo’s notion of 

“child’s heart”, e.g. xiao-ti-ci as inborn, source of moral spontaneity, the key to 

sagehood, the endowment of Heaven’s life-giving process manifested in the 

human body.
66

 

This section is not meant to suggest that Luo’s thought on xiao-ti-ci is unique 

in a way that it deviates from the Confucian tradition. Rather, what is truly 

remarkable is that Luo repeatedly emphasizes it, much more than many other 

Confucians did. To be sure, one apparent reason is that Luo’s works were mostly 

recorded in his popular lectures; in such context it is always apt to urge the 

audience to practice the Confucian way in daily life, primarily in family. A more 

profound reason can be found in one lecture note, in which, after elucidating his 

view on the heart-mind, he turned to filial piety and brotherly respect, saying 

that the natural endowment and practice in communal life should not be 

divided.
67

 This suggests that xiao-ti-ci is crucial for Luo because it serves to 

bridge the gap between self and community, i.e. between the natural spontaneity 

of a child’s heart on the one hand, and on the other hand, the social obligation 

ranging from family, the most natural relationship, to other social relationships. 

In an extensive elaboration on the theme of Xiaojing 孝經 (Book of Filial 

Piety), Luo says that one’s body or self is embedded in the network of family 

and then of society, thus the best way to spread ren (仁) and Dao to the world is 

through cultivating one’s moral life in such familial network.
68

 Unlike Wang 

Gen, the founder of the Taozhou School, who compares the self or body to the 

root and the society to the branch,
69

 Luo shows few tendencies to consider these 

as two polarities, or to re-conceive human relationships through the principle of 

reciprocity, which requires a certain level of calculation. Luo’s notion of human 

relationships, especially of xiao-ti-ci, is based on a moral psychology that 

celebrates to a great extent the non-reflective source of affections for communal 

life. 

 

  

5. Body, Self, and Ritual: Luo’s Interpretation of ‘ke-ji-fu-li’ of 

Analects 12.1  
 

After the analysis of Luo’s notion of “child’s heart”, body and xiao-ti-ci, the last 
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aspect to be explored in this paper is how the structure of “Heaven–child’s 

heart–body–community–sagehood” in Luo’s thought underlies his view of 

rituals. Luo states that xiao-ti-ci is the essential or the fundamental principle 

(jing 經) of rituals (li禮), only on the basis of which other specific details of 

rituals can be added.
70

 The previous section on xiao-ti-ci has already dealt with 

the basis of rituals. 

Luo’s discussion on rituals repeatedly focuses on his new interpretation of 

“ke-ji-fu-li” (克己復禮 can/master/conquer-oneself-return to-rituals) from the 

Analects 12.1. The text reads as follows: 

 
Yan Yuan [Yen Yüan] asked about humanity [ren]. Confucius said: “To master [ke 

master/can] oneself and return to propriety [li, ritual] is humanity. If a man (the ruler) 

can for one day master himself and return to propriety, all under heaven will return to 

humanity. To practice humanity depends on oneself. Does it depend on others?” Yan 

Yuan said: “May I ask for the detailed items?” Confucius said: “Do not look at what 

is contrary to propriety, do not listen to what is contrary to propriety, do not speak 

what is contrary to propriety, and do not make any movement which is contrary to 

propriety”. Yan Yuan said: “Although I am not intelligent, may I put your saying into 

practice”.
71

 

 

In Zhu Xi’s authoritative Commentary of the Four Books, he takes ke 

(conquer/can) as “to conquer”, and ji (self) as “selfish desire”, so he reads 

ke-ji-fu-li as “to defeat selfish desires and return [namely conform] to rituals”.
72

 

For Zhu Xi, the principle of Heaven is the foundation of rituals, and rituals are 

the “regulation and adornment of the principle of Heaven”.
73

 In this way, Zhu 

Xi reads his principle-desire contrast into Confucius’s ke-ji-fu-li.  

Luo takes ke (conquer/can) as “to be capable”, and takes ji (self) literally as 

“self”, or to be more exactly, as “by oneself”. In this way, he reads ke-ji-fu-li as 

“being capable of returning to rituals by oneself”, and he believes that this is 

what Confucius means in his notion of ren (humanity). This interpretation 

perfectly matches Confucius’s subsequent elucidation that “to practice humanity 

depends on oneself” (wei-ren-you-ji 為仁由己). Luo quotes another textual 

evidence to show that for Confucius, suppression of desire should not be 

considered a way of ren (humanity):
74

 in Analects 14.2, when asked by his 

disciples whether one could be considered ren if he can repress the love of 

superiority, boasting, resentments, and desires, Confucius answered, “it can be 

considered a difficult achievement, but I don’t know whether he is ren”.
75

  

To understand Luo’s new interpretation of “ke-ji-fu-li” we should bear in 
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mind his warning against Zhu Xi and other neo-Confucians’ contrast between 

principle and desire, as we have seen in the anecdote about Luo’s early pursuit 

of spiritual tranquility. Zhu Xi believes that the human heart-mind is fully 

endowed with the principle of Heaven. The heart-mind is originally peaceful, 

but tends to be obscured by desires. Most neo-Confucians’ pursuit of spiritual 

purity and tranquility is based on such a belief. In the story about how Yan Jun 

disillusioned the ideal of Luo’s practice of quiet sitting, Yan states clearly that 

suppression of desire is not a way of experiencing ren (zhi yu fei ti ren 制欲非

體仁 ).
76

 This instruction should have influenced Luo’s interpretation of 

“ke-ji-fu-li”. Someone who heard Luo’s explanation of Yan’s doctrine was then 

enlightened to add that the principle of Heaven does not necessarily become 

manifest even when desires were totally eliminated.
77

 It is this theme that 

subsequently echoes in Dai Zhen’s criticism of Song-Ming neo-Confucian 

ethics.
78

 However, it should be pointed out that Zhu Xi actually disapproves of 

blindly repressing desires as a way of self-cultivation. Zhu Xi comments that 

self-repression is harsh but in vain, for it cannot really make a person’s thoughts 

sincere, rather, it only breeds covert self-deception. For Zhu Xi, the correct way 

is to truly understand what one really should, for genuine knowledge naturally 

leads to spontaneous action, without any need of repression or self-deception.
79

 

Luo’s explanation of the term ‘fu’ (return/restore) is also very ingenious. Zhu 

Xi understands it as “to return” to rituals so as to restore the principle of Heaven. 

The dichotomy between self and ritual or between desire and principle inherent 

in Zhu’s hermeneutic framework is rejected by Luo, who identifies the meaning 

of ‘fu’ with that of the hexagram ‘fu’ (return 復) in the Book of Changes. The 

hexagram ‘fu’ has five divided lines as symbols of yin on the top, and one 

undivided line as a sign of yang at the bottom. Fu symbolizes the return of yang 

in a situation where seemingly only yin prevails. As the tidings of the return of 

vitality, “fu manifests the heart-mind of Heaven”, according to the Commentary 

on the Book of Changes which is traditionally believed to be composed by 

Confucius. Luo associates this initial return of vitality of the original qi to the 

regaining of the clarity of heart-mind, and compares it to the “rising sun from 

the deep sea”,
80

 and preaches that if one knows how to concentrate on the 

cultivation of this original yang-qi (which he associates with the originally good 

knowledge of a child)
81

 generated in one’s body, his action will be in accord 

with rituals and principle, his body will be at ease and have good and elegant 

posture. If one manages to do so, he will become the model of his family and 

people in his country and in the world. In this sense, the return of rituals is not 
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conformity to external restrictions, but the completion of inherent sagehood.
82

 

Now we can conclude that ritual is for Luo not a repressive institution 

foreign to human nature. But then why is ritual necessary for human beings? 

Luo provides at least two positive reasons. First, ren and ritual are 

complementary in Confucius’s teaching: ritual is rooted in ren, and ren depends 

on ritual for its expression. It is through ritual that ren becomes substantially 

fulfilled in all somatic activities and experiences.
83

 Second, if we recall that the 

ideal of Luo’s way of self-cultivation is sagely ease, spontaneity and cheng––the 

ideal virtue of a sage “who knows without deliberation, and hits upon the mean 

without strenuous effort”, we would not be surprised to find Luo saying that 

there should be a norm (ge 格) of the highest good (zhishan 至善) for the 

heart-mind to “rest upon”, otherwise it would be self-defeating to endeavor to 

attain sagely ease and cheng.
84

 As a crystallization of social ethical habits, 

rituals help decide how and to what degree one should behave. To “rest upon” 

rituals in this sense does spare a lot of deliberation. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

Luo’s thought is both revolutionary and conservative. On the one hand, there are 

revolutionary elements in Luo’s thought. First, his notion of “the heart of a child” 

could have a revolutionary impact, especially when Li Zhi contrasts “the child’s 

heart” (tongxin 童心) with hypocrisy, accuses Neo-Confucianism of breeding 

hypocrisy and ethical alienation, and embarks on a new appraisal of traditional 

values.
85

 Second, Luo champions his master Yan Jun’s doctrine that repression 

of desire is not a way of experiencing ren. To some extent, he could be 

considered a forerunner of Dai Zhen’s criticism of the neo-Confucians’ 

“principle-desire” dichotomy. On the other hand, however, Luo still maintains 

traditional Confucian values, showing less intention of social critique. He 

advocates Ming Taizu’s Sacred Maxims (聖諭),
86

 and is eager to preach familial 

norms in order to secure social cohesion and bring society back to the order of 

rituals.  

One reason that explains Luo’s conservatism in contrast with Li Zhi might be 

that in his elaboration of the notion of “the child’s heart”, Luo emphasizes the 

innate affective capacity for communal life, which is absent in Li Zhi’s notion of 

“child’s heart”. Li Zhi in his definition reduces Wang Yangming’s identification 

of heart-mind with moral principle, and the perspective of emotional attachment 

to communal life in Luo’s notion of “the child’s heart”. What persisted as the 
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sole content of this notion for Li Zhi is rather formal: “what is genuine (zhen 真) 

and what is not acquired from the external”. By so doing, he abandons the 

Confucian belief that human relationships are essential to the Way,
87

 in a drastic 

departure from Luo. Another textual evidence that indicates the difference 

between Luo and Li is Li’s comment on Luo and Wang Ji:  

 
Readers of Luo should read beyond his words, otherwise the words [that are meant to 

release readers from bondage] might conversely become their bondage, while every 

word of Wang Ji’s works is a ‘gate of moksha’ or emancipation. Those who have 

attained [moksha] can find in Wang Ji’s words validation of the [Buddhist] heart; 

those who have not can thereby find a way to understand it.
88

 

 

It is noteworthy that Li’s comment here is imbued with Buddhism, which could 

explain his tendency to rid “the child’s heart” of its communal contents. Li Zhi’s 

Buddhist background and his motive of individualization are remote from Luo’s 

Confucian belief that the individual’s heart and body are located in a nexus of 

ontological interdependence, in the matrix of Heaven’s life-giving process.
89

 

Luo is representative of Ming Confucians who extended the Confucian 

education to a wider audience of common people.
90

 He was praised by Li Zhi 

for being a genuine egalitarian, who, filled with universal love for the common 

people, traveled everywhere and spared no effort to teach them.
91

 Perhaps it is 

in this movement of popularization that Luo’s thought shows much more 

tolerance of desires, more sympathy with the hardship of the people and their 

sustenance or livelihood. Witnessing prisoners suffering from torture, Luo shed 

tears and sighed, “are they not sons and daughters of parents? Are they not 

children who used to be cuddled in parents’ arms, and love to snuggled up to 

brothers and sisters?” Reflecting on their innocent childhood, Luo believes that 

their nature is originally good and that they must not have lost all goodness. On 

this basis, Luo acknowledges the significance of life and body.
92

 Perhaps this 

                                                        
87 In the traditional “five human relationships” (ruler and subjects, father and son, husband 

and wife, brothers, and friends), Li Zhi attaches greatest importance to friendship. Li Zhi is 

sympathetic to He Xinyin, who was accused by some Confucians of abandoning all human 

relationships other than friendship. Yuan Zhongdao reported that Li Zhi “considers friends’ 

home rather than his wife and children’s as his own home, and considers friends’ hometowns 

as his own hometown” (cf. Wu Genyou 2004, pp. 130-131). In 1585, Li Zhi sent his wife and 

daughter back to Fujian and found shelter in a Buddhist temple. In 1588, he took a tonsure to 

show his determination to leave his family and become a Buddhist monk (cf. Lee 2004, p. 87). 

In defending the Buddhist way of life, he states that if one has the mind bent on the Way, 

either staying at home or becoming a Buddhist monk to learn the Buddha’s Way are fine (cf. 

Fen Shu, p. 25). 
88 Fen Shu, p. 112 (interpolation mine). 
89 For an analysis of Li Zhi’s thought in relation to Wang Ji and Luo, see Wu Genyou 2004, 

pp. 64-65, 82-86. 
90 Luo’s lectures in village gathering are richly documented, cf. Luo Rufang Ji, pp. 180-181.  
91 Fen Shu, p. 341. 
92 Luo Rufang Ji, p. 239. 
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story explains why Luo speaks so highly of the value of the body and communal 

life. 

In order to show that sagely ease and moral spontaneity are inborn, Luo 

closes the gap between the common people and sagehood. Luo appeals to 

traditional belief, especially the interconnection of Heaven and humanity, to 

secularize Confucian notions and elevate mundane values. The completion of 

this convergence is Luo’s statement that the heart of a child is the mandate of 

Heaven, and that the body is Dao. 
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Le roi de la Chi-i-i-i-ne 

Quand il a bien bu-u-u-u-u 
Fait une plaisant mi-i-i-ne 

Catherine II of Russia
2
 

 

 

The recent publication of the monograph by Nikolaj A. Samojlov, Rossija i Kitaj 

v XVII – načale XX veka. Tendencii, formy i stadii sociokul’turnogo 
vzaimodejstvija (Russia and China in the 17

th
 - early 20

th
 Centuries: Tendencies, 

Forms and Stages of Socio-cultural Interaction)
3
 represents a precious occasion 

to rethink the relations between the two countries. The book, relatively brief 

(370 pages ca.) in comparison with the richness of the subjects it deals with, 

represents the first monograph entirely devoted to the manifold forms of the 

socio-cultural interaction between Russia and China.
4
  

As the author underlines in the Introduction to his work, both Chinese and 

Russian culture have played and still play a very influential role in the 

development of Mankind as a whole. Moreover, their mutual contacts 

 
had always the character of a dialogue between different civilizations, in the sphere 

of which definite images and stereotypes, linked to the mutual perception, took 

shape, and were conditioned by historical-cultural and geopolitical factors.
5 

 

Another aspect that we should keep in mind in approaching this subject is the 

                                                        
1 The author would like to express her gratitude to Nikolaj A. Samojlov for the constant 

support, to David Walthall for having carefully read and corrected the English text and to 

Pietro Angiolini for the photograph of Perlov Teahouse in Moscow. 
2 From a letter addressed by Catherine the Great to the prince de Ligne, quoted in Alekseev 

1937, p. 115. 
3 Published in Saint Petersburg, Sankt-Peterburgskij Gosudarstvennyj Universitet, 2014. 
4 Professor Samojlov informed me that a Chinese edition of the book should appear in 2016.  
5 Samojlov 2014, p. 4. 
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particular position of Russia in the geopolitical and cultural dimension of 

Eurasia. Actually, as underlined by D’jakov and Samojlov, 

 
the identification of Russia in the context of her interrelations and interactions with 

the East is one of the fundamental problems of Russian geopolitics and orientalism of 

the Modern and Contemporary Age […]. “Russia cannot define herself as East in 

opposition to the West […] Russia is ‘East and West’ and unifies two worlds”.
6 

 

In the opinion of the above-mentioned authors, the very emergence of Russian 

orientalism and the foundation of academic orientalism under Peter the Great are 

the result of the urgency of auto-identification, a main issue in Russia at the 

time, together with the necessity to define perspectives of interaction with the 

East.
7
 In the historical process, the image of China in Russia was always 

interwoven with the internal evolution and the political situation of the Eastern 

European country, besides reflecting the transformations of the international 

context. At the same time, the evolving attitudes of actors of Chinese intellectual 

and political life towards Russia reveal the effort to interpret correctly the 

neighboring country and the way to better deal with her.  

 

 

1. Studies and Methodological Issues 
 

Sino-Russian relations have been extensively studied, but the research has been 

traditionally focused on the field of international relations. Less developed is the 

perspective of the mutual influences between the two empires, from the point of 

view both of the material and of the spiritual life, although in the last years this 

gap has been partially filled.
8
  

N. Samojlov declares to owe a special debt towards Sergej L. Tikhvinskij, 

                                                        
6 D’jakov and Samojlov, Introduction to Rossija i Vostok: fenomenologija... (2011), p. 4. The 

quotation is from N. Berdjaev, “Problema nacional’nosti. Konec Evropy” (1915), in Sudba 

Rossii, 1917. V. S. Mjasnikov observes: “Russia built an integrated model of its relation with 

the East. This model permitted to include some Eastern elements, in the first place from 

Turkey and subsequently from China, in Russian culture” (Mjasnikov 2015, p. 165). 
7 D’jakov and Samojlov, Introduction to Rossija i Vostok: fenomenologija... (2011), p. 4. 
8 For an overview of the studies, written by Russian, Western and Chinese authors, on the 

relations between Russia and China in the various fields, see Samojlov 2014, p. 11 and ff. In 

the last years numerous historians have stressed the socio-cultural dimension in the 

intercourse between the two countries, in the general context of the relations between Russia 

and the East; the first book to give space to this approach was Rossija i Vostok (2000), ed. by 

Sergej Ivanov and Boris Mel’ničenko, devoted to the interconnections in the context of the 

Eurasian space. Particularly remarkable in its effort to offer a new theoretical and 

methodological basis to this approach is Rossija i Vostok: fenomenologija vzaimodejstvija i 

identifikacii v Novoe vremja (2011), ed. by Nikolai D’jakov and Nikolaj Samojlov. For an 

overview on the different approaches to the problem of the intercourse between Russia and 

China, see Samojlov 2006. 
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who has in his studies, as expressed by Sergej G. Luzjanin, followed the 

“principle of multidimensionality, pluralism and interdependence of the world”.
9
 

In his Vosprijatie v Kitae obraza Rossii (The Perception of the Image of Russia 

in China, 2008), Tikhvinskij explores the evolution of the image of Russia in 

China since the first contacts between the two countries, basing his study on 

Chinese official documents, literary works, accounts of diplomats and travelers, 

articles on Chinese press. The scholar makes use also of the records produced by 

Russian travelers, diplomats and scholars who lived in China in different 

historical periods. 

Another work devoted to the mutual perception of the two countries is 

Alexander Lukin’s The Bear watches the Dragon (2003; Russian enlarged 

edition, 2007). While Tikhvinskij devotes his attention mainly to the image of 

Russia in China, Lukin’s perspective is almost complementary, as he analyses 

Russia’s perceptions of China on the background of the intercourse between the 

two countries. As underlined by the author, 

 
for centuries, the image of China has played an important role in Russian thought. 

While influencing foreign policy concepts, China (sometimes as part of a more 

general notion of “the East”), has played the more general role of reference point for 

Russian thinking about Russia itself, its place in the world, its future, and the essence 

of Russianness.
10

 

 

In considering the studies on the mutual influences among three neighbouring 

countries as the United States, Russia and China, Lukin notices that, while many 

studies have been devoted to the image of China and Russia in the USA, or to 

the image of the USA in Russia and China, his book is one of the first works 

devoted to the image of China in Russia.
11

 

As demonstrated by Lukin, in the course of history, the image of China in 

Russia was often used with particular purposes, thus creating “multiple, often 

conflicting images of China”, depending on the “general political views of their 

holders and their understanding of the world and Russia’s place in it”.
12

  

Among the studies dealing with the Chinese international relations, Vladimir 

S. Mjasnikov’s contribution is particularly important for having identified in the 

Chinese classical tradition of strategy and stratagems one of the main influences 

on the formation of the foreign policy and diplomacy of the Middle Kingdom.
13

 

Moreover, in the last decades the scholar has developed a complex 

methodology, on the basis that 

 

                                                        
9 Luzjanin 2008, p. 59, quoted in Samojlov 2014, p. 11.  
10 Lukin 2003, p. xi. 
11 Ibid., p. xii. 
12 Ibid., p. xxi. 
13 Mjasnikov 1980. 
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the mutual interaction between Russia and China is related to a single model of 

international relations for its structural characteristic, and for its civilizational model 

is related to a hybrid form of relationship.
14 

 

Different models are thus involved, and the analysis of these models, as 

proposed by Mjasnikov, requires a thorough investigation of the socio-cultural 

paradigms and of the political ideology of the two countries, in order not to 

misinterpret the historical events: 

 
The point is that diplomats and historians have considered the relations between 

Russia and China only in the frame of bilateral international relations. The evaluation 

of the actions on the Chinese side was based on the criteria of the European laws and 

customs. Ideological doctrines and methods that laid behind the implementation of 

these actions, defined the essence of Chinese foreign policy and contributed to 

distinguish it from the foreign policy of other Asian nations, were concealed for a 

long time to foreigners.
15 

 

Although providing fundamental and innovative studies on Chinese foreign 

policies, in his account of the conflicts between Russia and China in the course 

of the centuries, V. Mjasnikov often holds the traditional Russian position, thus 

reflecting the conflict between the divergent Russian and Chinese historical 

versions. 

In order to free his analysis from the crucial problem of “the incompatibility 

of Russian and Chinese versions of Sino-Russian relations”,
16

 Aleksej 

Voskressenskij, in Russia and China: A Theory of Interstate Relations, tackles 

the crucial question of the possibility of linking past and present Sino-Russian 

relations in “a single theoretical framework”, and identifies this theoretical 

approach in the “multi-factor equilibrium approach”.
17  

In Chapter 4, 

Voskressenskij works out an outline of the relations between Tsarist Russia and 

                                                        
14 Mjasnikov 2006, p. 455. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Voskressenskij 2003, p. 11. As Voskressenskij further underlines, “it must be noted that 

Chinese scholars unanimously qualify the economic aspects of the Russian settlers’ activities 

in the Far East and Central Asia as the ‘aggression of Russian Tsarism’ and the ‘annexation of 

lands originally Chinese’, while from the Russian point of view, neither those lands nor their 

population had ever been fully incorporated within the traditional domains of the Chinese 

Empire. There is also an opinion in Russia, substantiated by Russian as well as Chinese 

sources, that these lands were in neither country’s possession, before being taken by the 

Russians (Mjasnikov 1985). Consequently, all Sino-Russian treaties – except for the Treaty of 

Nerchinsk which had been signed under pressure imposed by the Qing Empire – are 

designated by the Chinese historians as ‘unequal’ and ‘forcefully imposed’ upon China – a 

view which is not supported by the Russians” (Ibid., p. 16). 
17 The “multi-factor equilibrium approach” takes into consideration not only “the complex 

correlation between politics and economics, and security and economics [...] [but] also 

introduces other dimensions into the correlation: a combination of power and culture, security 

and economics, and so on [...]” (Voskressenskij 2003, pp. xv-xvi). 
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Imperial China, demonstrating, through his model of “multi-factor equilibrium 

approach” and the thesis of the role played by the buffer zones on a 

“fluctuating” border, how the two countries found a long-lasting solution for 

their conflicts: 

 
While many historical events have marked Sino-Russian relations, peace has 

prevailed in the almost three hundred years of ties between the two neighbours: 

Russia and China have never been in a state of formally declared war [until the 

imperialistic turn of Russia at the end of the 19
th
 century], and in principle (a rare 

historical phenomenon) have always managed to solve their problems and regain 

stable equilibrium through diplomatic negotiations, mostly because of the existence 

of buffer zones between the states where the formal border can fluctuate, reflecting 

the changing correlation of objective factors.
18 

 

A fundamental contribution to the study of the cultural, spiritual and scientific 

interaction between Russia and China is represented by Petr E. Skačkov‘s 

Očerki istorii russkogo kitaevedenija (Essays on the History of Russian 

Sinology, 1977). The book describes the evolution of Russian sinology and is 

compiled making use of archival sources, manuscripts, articles on scientific and 

cultural magazines, and other written sources produced since the first contacts 

between the two countries. Although written almost forty years ago, the Essays 

are still a rich source of information and propose a series of directions of 

research, which in many cases have still not received the due attention. 

A line of research among those proposed by Skačkov is the one that follows 

the activities of the members of the Russian Spiritual Mission, who played a 

remarkable role both in the diplomatic relations between Russia and China and 

in the diffusion of Russian-sourced information on the Middle Kingdom. 

As shall be discussed below (Infra, Par. 3.2), the formation of the image of 

China in Russia depended for a long time on Western European sources, through 

the medium of the French Enlightenment authors. Most interesting is the fact 

that, although possessing first-hand Russian accounts on China, written by the 

Russian envoys to the Chinese Empire since the missions of Ivan Petlin (1618) 

and Fëdor I. Bajkov (1654-56), Russian readers showed a preference for foreign 

accounts or books (especially French, although English production had a 

sizeable diffusion as well), which were much more popular and had a larger 

diffusion.
19

 This foreign production on China was later integrated by the works 

written by the members of the Russian Spiritual Mission in Beijing. Some of 

these scholars devoted themselves to the diffusion of their direct knowledge and 

experience of China and, besides a scientific production often limited to learned 

                                                        
18 Ibid., p. 117. 
19 Barbara W. Maggs (1984) has accomplished a thorough analysis of the image of China in 

18th century Russian literature; see also Samojlov 2014, p. 232 and ff.; Lukin 2003, p. 7 and 

ff. On the relatively scarce diffusion in Russia of the first-hand Russian accounts on China, 

see Maggs 1984, p. 66 and ff. and Lukin 2007, p. 37 and ff. 
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and specialised readers, they also published several articles on popular journals, 

participating in the cultural and political debates of the time.
20

 

Soviet sinology has always acknowledged the value of the scientific 

production of the members of the Russian Spiritual Mission in China, but the 

attention of the students was focused mainly on a few actors.
21

 Only in the last 

two decades the research has been extended to the general context of the 

activities of the members of the mission in China, and in particular to their 

spiritual and missionary engagement. The conferences under the title of 

Pravoslavie na Dal’nem Vostoke (Orthodoxy in the Far East), promoted by 

Mikhail N. Bogoljubov, gave a new stimulus to the research in this field, and 

offered new perspectives to the reconstruction of the history of Russian sinology 

and Oriental studies in general.
22

 Indeed, the Russian Orthodox Church, present 

in Beijing since the late 17
th
 century, gave for a long time more emphasis to 

diplomatic and scientific activities than to active evangelisation. In the opinion 

of most of the scholars, the Russian Mission could survive unmolested in 

Beijing for more than two centuries for two main reasons: the peculiar 

equilibrium in the relations between the Russian and Chinese Empires, and the 

substantial indifference towards proselytism showed by the Russian clerics.
23

 

The Russian Church in Beijing for a long time served essentially the spiritual 

needs of the Russian descendants of the Albazins.
24

 Oddly enough, the first 

translations into Chinese of Orthodox religious texts began in the 1820s and 

were intended not for native Chinese, but rather for the descendants of the 

Albazinians who, though maintaining the religious faith of their ancestors, 

where almost completely sinicised.
25

 Active proselytism among Chinese was 

carried out only after 1860, when after the signing of the Russian Treaty of 

Tianjin (1858), Russia obtained, together with other Western countries, the right 

                                                        
20 The contribute of the members of the Russian Spiritual Mission to the cultural debate of the 

time shall be developed in Infra, Par. 3.2. 
21 Just to quote an example, Jakinf Bičurin (1777-1853), head of the Ninth Russian Spiritual 

Mission in Beijing and considered the father of Russian scientific sinology, has always 

attracted the attention of Soviet scholars, as demonstrated by the numerous works devoted to 

his activity. See for instance Skačkov 1933 and 1977; Čuguevskij 1959; Murzaev 1960 and 

the proceedings of the conference N. Ja. Bičurin i ego vklad v Russkoe vostokovedenie (N. Ja. 

Bičurin and his contribution to Russian orientalism, 1977).  
22 See Samojlov 2014, p. 17. The proceedings of the conferences were published in several 

volumes: Bogoljubov 1993, 1996, 2001 and 2004. 
23 See von Collani and Lomanov 2001. As a proof of the special status acknowledged to the 

Russian Church in China, Alexander Lomanov reminds that exactly in the years of the Qing 

persecutions of the Roman Catholics, the Russians were permitted to repair their churches in 

the Manchu capital (Lomanov 2010, p. 196).  
24 After the defeat of the Albazin fort by the Manchu forces, in 1685, a group of Cossacks 

joined the Chinese army and went to Beijing, thus forming the first Russian community in the 

capital. In a few decades, the group was almost completely assimilated, but still maintained 

the Orthodox belief. 
25 Ibid., pp. 195-196. 
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of propagating the Christian creed in China.
26

 Due mostly to political reasons, 

that hindered this direction of research, the active missionary activity of the 

Russian Church in China, as well as the translations into Chinese of the texts of 

the Russian Orthodox tradition, have only begun to be studied in recent years, 

casting a new light on the history of the Russian Mission.
27

 

An important role in the research on the mutual perceptions between 

different countries is played by socio-cultural studies, especially in individuating 

the ethnical and psychological peculiarities of the nations involved, and the 

influence these characteristics have on the perception of other countries and 

identities, as well as on the formation of stereotypes. In this field, as reported by 

Samojlov, in Russia there has recently appeared a thorough study by Nikolaj 

Spešnev (1931-2011), devoted to the peculiarities of Chinese national 

psychology.
28

 Making use of a rich amount of Chinese sources, this study 

describes some distinctive traits of the conduct and psychology of the Chinese 

people, both in their daily and official life.
29

 

Spešnev belonged to a particular category of Russian scholars, i.e. those 

scholars who were born in China and grew up in the country or lived there for 

many years. In the opinion of Samojlov, these sinologists, as for example 

Spešnev himself, Ksenija B. Keping (1937-2002)
30

 and G. B. Melikhov,
31

 offer 

a unique contribute to the analysis of socio-cultural interaction, being at the 

same time bearers and vehicles of both the traditions.
32

 

Besides acknowledging to these members of the Russian academy the 

particular scientific contribution offered by their unique experience, N. 

Samojlov devotes some very interesting pages to the experience and accounts of 

Russians who resided in China in the past and offered in real time their personal 

view on contemporary events and personalities. In the section under the title of 

“Personality and Reforms: Socio-Cultural Perception of Social Changes”, the 

author investigates the mutual perception of the political situation in China and 

                                                        
26 In the last decades of the 19th century the activity of translation of the Russian liturgical and 

ecclesiastical texts procedeed feverishly, even if some members of the Mission were skeptical 

about the real possibility to diffuse the Russian Orthodoxy in China (Ibid., p. 201 and ff.). 
27 Ibid., see also Aleksandrov 2006; Doubrovskaja 2001; Tikhvinskij and Mjasnikov (eds.) 

1997. 
28 Spešnev 2011. 
29 Samojlov 2014, p. 19. 
30 See for example Keping 2003. The book, besides collecting published and unpublished 

articles by the Russian expert of Tangut language and culture, contains also some essays on 

the last years of existence of the Orthodox Mission in China and documents and photographs 

related to the Chinese childhood of the author, the daughter of a Russian missionary.  
31 G. Melikhov was born in 1930 in Harbin and grew up there, receiving an instruction both in 

Russian and Chinese. After spending a few years teaching Russian in Beijing, he moved to 

Moscow in 1955. His research is devoted to the history of the Russian community in Harbin 

and of the Russian emigration to China over the centuries. See Melikhov 1991, 2003a and 

2003b. 
32 Samojlov 2014, p. 18. 
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Russia in the years between the 19
th
 and the 20

th
 centuries, analyzing some 

particular cases.
33

 In those years in Russia, as it had occurred other times in the 

past, China was once more interpreted in the light of Russian national quest, and 

the transformation process in the Middle Kingdom, with its protagonists, drew 

the attention of the sinologists or experts residing in China. Thanks to a deep 

knowledge of Chinese civilization and political traditions, which enabled them 

to read the contemporary events in the light of a long historical evolution, these 

scholars were able to produce remarkable scientific works, often devoted to the 

most influential political actors. A personality the Russians often looked at in 

that time was Zhang Zhidong 張之洞 (1837-1909),
34

 whose essays promoting 

reforms in various fields had deep repercussions on Qing literati and officials. 

Also Russia experienced in those years tremendous transformations, and the 

issue of reforms was at the centre of the debate. Thus, the Chinese experiments 

were often punctually reported to the Russian readers. A. N. Petrov, teacher of 

Russian in Tianjin and, later, official of the Russian Ministry of Industry and 

Trade, devoted to Zhang Zhidong many pages of his work on contemporary 

China. Impressed by his personality, Petrov describes him as a person “who has 

a vast Chinese education, an outstanding talent in administration, a deep and 

huge philosophical knowledge, brought up in the tradition of the best Chinese 

thinkers and moralists”.
35

 In the following pages, N. Samojlov reports the 

opinion of other Russian China experts, as D. M. Pozdneev, P. S. Popov,
36

 and 

the general-consul in Yingkou A. T. Bel’čenko. The latter met the Chinese high 

official personally and stated:  

 
To write a biography of this dignitary, would be equivalent to writing the history of 

China in the last 50 years […] First and foremost, his very appearance was 

extraordinarily agreeable and exercised a strong attraction towards anybody who 

dealt with him.
37

 

 

In the last two decades of the 19
th
 century, some works of Zhang Zhidong were 

                                                        
33 Ibid., p. 279 and ff. 
34 Born in Nanpi (Hebei), Zhang Zhidong received the traditional Confucian education and 

entered the Hanlin Academy. He had a brilliant bureaucratic career, and was concerned 

particularly with the problems of education and formation of officials, writing numerous 

essays on this issue. With his firm position on the Ili crisis with Russia (1880-1881), he won 

the favour of the Court, and obtained the promotion to Governor of Shanxi, where he 

promoted a series of reforms, in economics and in administration. When he became general 

governor of Guangxi and Guangdong, and later of Hubei and Hunan, he distinguished himself 

for his resolute attitude towards foreign powers, and again for a politics of reforms, that 

involved defence, education and the fight against corruption among the officials; he also 

promoted the development of the railway lines (Hummel 1964). 
35 Petrov 1910, p. 110, quoted in Samojlov 2014, p. 281. 
36 Ibid., p. 281. 
37 Bel’čenko 1910, pp. 208-210, quoted in Samojlov 2014, p. 282. 
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translated into Russian.
38

 The Russian sinologists of the time were impressed by 

Zhang Zhidong’s position in the question of the relationship with Western 

knowledge and the use of foreign technologies, and in particular by his 

advocacy of the necessity of preserving Chinese traditions in the process of 

reforms.
39

 As underlined by N. Samojlov, 

 
most of the Russian authors agreed on the fact, that the support of the national 

traditions was rather the strength and not the weakness or the shortcoming of the 

Chinese statesman.
40 

 

A.V. Tužilin, who served as secretary in the Russian consulate in Qiqihar and 

was the author of a description of contemporary China, devoted some 

perspicacious pages to the Chinese official: 

 
Although sometimes showing hostility towards foreigners, Zhang Zhidong is an 

unconditional supporter of reforms and innovation […] [and also a patriot and a 

nationalist]. A most remarkable role was played by Zhang Zhidong in the 

propagation of European education, the importance of which he realized already a 

long time before the present-day awakening of the Middle Kingdom.
41 

 

Russian observers underlined also the importance that Zhang Zhidong gave to 

the reforms implemented in Russia during the Petrine era, considered, together 

with Japan, as a model of a path that also China had to follow.
42

 Some of them 

were positively impressed by the fact, that the high official kept himself up to 

date with Russian contemporary events, by regularly receiving the newspaper 

Sankt-Peterburgskie vedomosti.
43

 

The interest, shown by Russian contemporaries towards an influential 

Chinese statesman, is an example of a methodology that investigates the socio-

cultural interactions between two cultures through the impressions of direct 

eyewitnesses. The contacts among different cultures are thus observed as 

contacts among living actors, who represent complex and dynamic systems. 

These systems are composed of many factors, and none of these factors is 

motionless or independent from other causes, nor impermeable to external or 

internal influences. 

A different example of the deep influence that one culture may exercise on 

                                                        
38 See for example “Vsepoddannejšij doklad Čžan Čžiduna...” (1886) and “Roman želtogo 

čeloveka...” (1891), quoted in Samojlov 2014, p. 282.  
39 In Quanxue Pian 勸學篇 (Exhortation to Study, 1898), Zhang Zhidong coined the famous 

slogan Zhongxue wei ti, Xixue wei yong 中學為體, 西學為用 (Chinese learning as the 

essence, Western learning as the application). 
40 Samojlov 2014, p. 284. 
41 Tužilin 1910, p. 204, quoted in Samojlov 2014, p. 282. 
42 Ibid., p. 285. A few examples of the interest towards the Petrine reforms among Chinese 

literati shall be investigated in Infra, Par. 3.1. 
43 Ibid. 
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another and of the interconnection between material and spiritual life, offered by 

N. Samojlov in his book, is represented by the diffusion of tea in Russia, 

beginning from the end of the 17
th

 century. First brought directly from China to 

the Court of the Tsar by Ivan Perfil’ev (head of a mission to China in 1657),
44

 

tea became in the span of a century the most popular beverage in Russia, from 

the upper classes to the common people. Russian tea merchants, aware of the 

potentialities of the Russian market, very soon began to trade, together with the 

expensive sorts, also cheaper qualities of tea, in order to be able to answer to the 

increasing demand. Tea thus transformed the very taste of Russian people, the 

choice of food or sweets they matched their favourite drink with, their way of 

spending time, the tableware they laid the table with, and so on. Tea was often 

mentioned in literature: the first reference to tea to ever appear in Russian 

literature was by Antioch D. Kantemir (1708-1744) in one of his satires against 

the perverse habits of the noblemen.
45

 Moreover, the word čaj (from the Chinese 

cha 茶) even contributed to the creation of a series of idioms, as ‘davat’ na čaj’, 

‘ostavit’ na čaj’, ‘čaevye’, ‘na čaek’ (meaning ‘to tip’, or ‘tip’). It thus became 

expression of an aspect of the socio-cultural tradition of Russia, dating back to 

the first half of the 19
th
 century, when tea became the most popular beverage 

sold in taverns and inns.
46

 

The tea trade in Russia also became an indirect means of Chinese influence 

in the field of architectural design, as in the case of the building hosting the tea 

                                                        
44 Ivan Perfil’ev (active in the middle of the 17th century), was the son of a boyar from 

Irkutsk; in 1657 he was sent to China, together with Sejtkul Ablin, in order to try to establish 

commercial contacts and to deliver to the emperor of China an official letter and some 

presents, offered by the Tsar. The members of the mission were considered by the Manchu 

authorities as bearers of tributes, but the letter with the request to establish regular trading 

exchanges between the two empires was rejected. The Manchu officials found a series of 

formal errors in the letter, stressing in particular the ignorance of the Chinese calendar shown 

by the Russians (the bearers of tributes had to follow the Chinese calendar in organising their 

embassies). In any case, the emperor decided to show his benevolence to these travellers 

coming from such a distance, offered a banquet in their honour, and finally accepted their 

tribute (as reported in the Qing Shilu. Shunzi, juan 135, pp. 2b-3a, quoted in Fu Lo-Shu 1966, 

Vol. 1, p. 24). This mission took place a few years after the embassy led by Fedor Isakovič 

Bajkov (1610 ca.-1663 ca.). The Bajkov mission had been a failure from the diplomatic point 

of view, but had succeded in bringing back to Russia further information on the potentialities 

of the trade with China, thus stimulating the Russian Court to try further approaches with the 

Qing Empire, especially for commercial purposes. On the mission involving Perfil’ev and 

Ablin, see Mjasnikov 1980, p. 109 and ff., and Stary 1974, pp. 55-66.  
45 Antioch D. Kantemir, Satire II, ‘Na zavist’ i gordost’ dvorjan zlonravnych’, (‘On the Envy 

and Pride of Evil-Minded Courtiers’, 1729): “[...] You yawned, you opened your eyes: you 

have slept at will; / you are stretching yourself for one or two hours already, revelling in the 

expectation of / the beverage sent by India or carried from China [...]” (transl. from Russian to 

English by Igor Dorfmann-Lazarev, to whom I express my gratitude). Quoted in Samojlov 

2014, p. 128. 
46 The examples of idioms are offered in Samojlov 2014, p. 129. On the Russian tea trade and 

the diffusion of tea in Russia, see Samojlov 2014, p. 128 and ff. 
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factory owned by Sergej V. Perlov. The palace, built between 1890-93 by the 

architect R.I. Klejn (1858-1924) in late Renaissance style, hosted the collections 

of Chinese paintings and chinaware belonging to the family of tea traders. A few 

years later, in 1896, on the occasion of the visit to Moscow of the Chinese 

politician and diplomat Li Hongzhang (1823-1901), Sergej Perlov decided to 

decorate the façade in Chinese style, wishing to impress the Chinese envoy and 

to obtain from him more propitious conditions for his trade with China. The 

architect Karl Gippius (1864-1941), entrusted with the project of decoration, 

transformed the façade and the interior in an imaginative Chinese style, that 

reflected the particular idea of China transmitted to Russia through the diffusion 

of chinoiseries, a fashion not coming directly from China, but through the 

intermediation of Western European visions of the Middle kingdom.
47

  

 

 

 
Fig. 1 Perlov Teahouse, Ul. Mjasnickaja, 19, Moscow, 

photograph by Pietro Angiolini 

 

Just to offer briefly another example, of a completely different nature, of the 

centrality of material exchanges between Russia and China and their cultural 

                                                        
47 On the diffusion of Western European (and especially French) ‘sinomania’ in Russia, and 

of the fashion of chinoiserie, see Samojlov 2014, p. 189 ff. and p. 233 ff. and Lukin 2003, p. 3 

ff. 
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implications, I would like to mention the studies by Mark Gamsa, who has 

emphazised the importance of the physical circulation of books from Russia to 

China in the evolution of some Chinese writers of the early 20
th

 century.
48

 

In introducing the theoretical basis of his work, Samojlov underlines the 

necessity of an interdisciplinary approach. During the last decades, some new 

tendencies in the field of historiographic research have emerged, reflecting both 

the change of the traditional historiographic approach, and the transition from 

the macro- to the micro- historical approach. This transition involves an 

‘anthropologisation’ (antropologizacija) of the historical sciences, with the 

inclusion of the study of aspects, such as the traditional way of life of the 

people, models of conduct, psychological attitudes, stereotypes in mutual 

perception, traditionally considered as peripheral to the historical narrative. As 

affirmed by the author, 

 
historians today are not interested only into the relations between nations, but also 

into the relations between peoples.
49  

 

Thus, as we have seen before, contemporary historiography crosses the 

traditional boundaries of the discipline, often borrowing methodology and 

devices from other sciences, as cultural anthropology, sociology, philology, 

iconography, semiotics, psychology, economics, etc. Significantly, as underlined 

by the author, this approach is not new to the tradition of Oriental Studies that, 

from the beginning, have always been an interdisciplinary science, based on the 

synthesis between humanistic, natural and exact sciences: more a field of 

studies, than an academic discipline.
50

 

In my opinion, in Rossija i Kitaj v XVII – načale XX veka. Tendencii…, we 

can notice also the tension to rethink orientalism, using the traditional academic 

tools – philological, historical and anthropological – of the abovementioned 

‘field of studies’, in order to achieve a form of cross-cultural understanding, as 

called for in previous studies.
51

 The perspective is that of an account based on 

                                                        
48 See for example Gamsa 2011. 
49 See Samojlov 2014, p. 8. On people-centered historiography, and on the synthesis between 

micro- and macro- history, we may recall Lorina Repina’s words, contained in her concise 

survey of some tendencies of contemporary historiography, “individual experience is 

understood in the context of interpersonal and intergroup relationships within the examined 

society and with consideration for the existence of multiple ‘competing groups’ each of which 

can assign its own ‘programme of behaviour’ to an individual in different circumstances. [...] 

In the history of everyday life priority is given to the analysis of symbolic systems and, in the 

first place, of linguistic structures, through which the people of the past perceived and 

interpreted the real world, gave meaning to their world and visualized the future” (Repina 

2013, pp. 260-261). 
50 See Samojlov 2014, p. 8; see also Mjasnikov 2015 and Macfie 2002, p. 86, in commenting 

Edward Said’s Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (1978). 
51 See for example Dallmayr 1996. 
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the terms of “dialogical engagement and interaction”,
52

 and on the attempt to 

describe the relations between Russia and China through their continuous 

dialogue, their multiform exchanges and their mutual influence. 

The extensive approach chosen by N. Samojlov follows both a synchronic 

and diachronic structure. While discussing the main factors of interaction 

between the two countries (communication channels and transmitters of cultural 

communication, both from the spiritual and material point of view), the author 

works out also a periodization of the interaction between China and Russia. 

Socio-cultural interaction is actually a dynamic process that reflects internal 

transformations and external ones, depending on the evolution of regional and 

global order. 

The first phase is called by the author “stage of indifferent interaction” 

(stadija indifferentnogo vzaimodejstva). This phase, corresponding to the period 

previous to the 17
th
 century, is characterized by episodic contacts, and a minimal 

interest or a complete indifference towards the interlocutor’s culture. Social, 

political, cultural or commercial stimuli were not strong enough to create stable 

communication channels between the two countries.
53

 

During the following “stage of identification” (stadija identifikacii), we can 

observe the process of “recognition” of the socio-cultural system of the 

interlocutor. In the history of the relations between Russia and China, this stage 

corresponds to the 17
th
 century, when the first Russian envoys began to reach 

China, responding to new political, diplomatic and commercial needs. Besides 

the diplomatic missions, we should not neglect the Russian prisoners from 

Albazin. The envoys and the Albazinians acted as the first mediators between 

two different civilization models, offering information on China, when back in 

Russia, in the former case, and, in the latter, a direct experience of Russian 

appearance, beliefs, way of life to the Chinese, albeit of course limited to a very 

few people. Characteristic of this stage is the necessity to know and understand 

the interlocutor, but the process of identification is still spontaneous and not 

built on previous schemes. Thus, the information on the other culture is often 

unorganized and not systematic, but still begins to attach some concrete 

attributes and qualities to the partner.
54

 

The third stage, of “activation” (stadija aktivacii), reflects the development 

of an active interest towards the other side, with a better organized accumulation 

of information. During this phase, we can observe the exchange of determinate 

cultural layers, together with the development of regular forms of trade. The 

“stage of activation” begins in the first decades of the 18
th
 century, with the 

signature of the Treaty of Kjachta (1727) that guaranteed a stable channel of 

mutual exchanges and permitted the diffusion of Russian and Chinese material 

and spiritual elements in both the countries. During this stage, we can observe 

                                                        
52 Ibid., p. 31. 
53 Samojlov 2104, p. 51 and 291. 
54 Ibid. 
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the formation of a peculiar geo-cultural space, around a nucleus represented by 

the trade border towns of Kjachta and Majmajčen,
55

 and particular phenomena 

of socio-cultural interaction as, for example, the formation of a peculiar form of 

pidgin, the so-called “Sino-Russian dialect” (russko-kitajiskoe nareče).
56

 

Another important medium of interaction in this stage is represented by the 

Russian Spiritual Mission in Beijing, that enhanced the spiritual exchanges and 

permitted the development of Russian sinology, true means of mutual cultural 

understanding. It is worthwhile noticing that in this phase multiform and 

complex images of China developed in Russia, such as the utopian one 

promoted by French philosophes and the hypercritical one deriving from the 

Anglosaxon world.
57

 At the same time different types of information on Russia 

were available in China, some deriving from direct contacts and others from 

various indirect sources, for example, the Jesuit accounts on the European 

countries (see Infra, Par. 3).
58

 

During the “adaptation stage” (adaptivnaja stadija), the interaction develops 

both in depth and in breadth, producing new communication channels. In this 

phase, beginning in the second half of the 19
th

 century, the direct contacts grew 

tremendously, with a considerable presence of Russians in China and of Chinese 

emigrants in Russia. The zone involved was especially that of the borders, 

forming a “frontier” (frontir), characterized by peculiar forms of socio-cultural 

life.
59

 

The last phase analyzed by N. Samojlov is called “stage of socio-cultural 

synthesis” (stadija sociokul’turnogo sinteza), that occurs in the case of mutual 

penetration of cultural achievements and even of some social institutions.
60

 

After this introduction to the book by N. Samojlov, I shall proceed to analyze 

and comment some parts of the work that have aroused my interest and 

stimulated my reflections regarding some particular issues.  

  

 

2. The Encounter between Two Universalistic Perspectives 
 

As underlined before, the contacts between Russia and China had always the 

character of a dialogue between different civilizations: 

 
The mutual perception between Russians and Chinese appears as the mutual 

                                                        
55 Majmajčen (in Chinese Maimaicheng 買賣城), one of the main centers of cross-border 

trade; see Samojlov 2014, p. 166 ff. 
56 Ibid., p. 176 ff. 
57 See Maggs 1984 and Di Toro 2016. 
58 See Di Toro 2012. 
59 Ibid., pp. 52, 291-293. 
60  Ibid., N. Samojlov does not identify an historical period in Sino-Russian interaction 

corresponding to this phase, probably because this last stage does not correspond to the space 

of time covered by his monograph.  
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perception between two socio-cultural traditions: Far Eastern Confucianism and 

Russian orthodoxy. The ethnic representations appear in this case tightly linked to the 

perception of another cultural model and of other forms of social and political 

organisation.
61 

 

Apart from the ethnic representations, also the form of the contacts, in the 

political and in the cultural field, was inspired by the different visions of the 

world these two countries possessed. Already at the end of the 19
th
 century, 

Russian historians began to realize that the different positions these two 

countries occupied, or aimed at occupying, in the equilibrium of Eurasia, could 

deeply influence their mutual contacts. In 1881, the Estonian Friedrich F. 

Martens (1845-1909), jurist in international law and diplomat at the Russian 

service, noticed that, although the texts of the Sino-Russian treaties could be 

interpreted just in one way, still the spirit of the agreements treated the two 

signatories differently.
62

 

As underlined by N. Samojlov, the relationship between the two countries 

has represented an example of the encounter between two different universalistic 

perspectives. In these different perspectives, the role of the ruler was crucial, 

and often influenced the mutual representations and narrations.
63

 

After the Han Dynasty, the Middle Kingdom developed its system of internal 

and external politics, as well as the national self-consciousness of the 

population, on the basis of the Confucian doctrine. Confucianism, in its long 

evolution characterized by extraordinary diachronic and synchronic pluralism 

and complexity, provided China with a series of ideas about her role as cultural 

and political center of the world.
64

 Particularly important was the hierarchical 

model of international relations, according to which foreign states and peoples 

were arranged on a vertical line of relations between sovereign and vassals.
65

 

The universal role of China was fully represented by the figure of the ruler. 

After the Zhou Dynasty (1054-222 BC), the emperor (天子 Tianzi, “Son of 

Heaven”), acted as the guarantor of the harmony between the Three powers 

(heaven, earth and man). He had to abide by a series of ritual and moral rules 

and his power had to receive the legitimation of Tian. Tian had in fact the 

prerogative to bestow on the emperor the “Mandate of Heaven” (天命
Tianming), or to revoke it, in the case the ruler proved to be unworthy.

66
 So, 

                                                        
61 Samojlov 2104, p. 231. 
62 Ibid., p. 59. In fact, the Russian and Chinese versions of the same text were sometimes 

significantly different, as in the case of the Treaty of Nerčinsk. The question has been 

analyzed in numerous works by Vladimir S. Mjasnikov. 
63 For a comparative overview of these concepts, see Di Toro 2012, Par. 1.1.  
64 For basic studies on these concepts, see Fairbank 1968 and Mjasnikov 1980. 
65 Samojlov 2014, p. 59. For a discussion on the tributary system and its hierachical model, 

see Santangelo 2011, p. 45 ff. 
66 The theory of the Mandate of Heaven found its first formulations in numerous passages of 

the Classic of Documents (Shujing 書經); see for example the section “Shao Gao” 召誥 (Shao 

Announcement). 
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although the sovereign was an emanation of Tian, the Mandate of Heaven 

limited the absolute power of the emperor. 

Another fundamental concept is the one of Tianxia 天下  (“all under 

Heaven”), that developed in Western Zhou period (1054-771 BC). Tianxia in 

part corresponded to zhongguo (中國, literally “state at the centre”, the “region 

at the centre [of the Zhou system of government]”),
67

 that indicated the regions 

under the direct rule of the emperor, but assumed also the meaning of 

 
a sort of ecumene. The centre of this ecumene, to which was given the mission to 

acculturize the populations of the neighbouring areas, shed the light of civilization up 

to the limits of the world. According to this concept, the largest extension of tianxia 

included the zhongguo, but also the adjacent lands inhabitated by ‘barbarians’.
68

  
 

The emperor, situated symbolically at the very centre of Tianxia, was 

responsible also for the diffusion of the cultural values of the Chinese 

civilization. Through the diffusion of these values (if necessary, also by using 

force), he acted as the guarantor of universal harmony.  

As far as Russia is concerned, during the 17
th
 century (the period of the first 

diplomatic contacts with China), the concept of a relative equality of the nations 

in international relations was gradually gaining force. Still, we should not 

underestimate the strength of the ideas associated to the mission of the 

Muscovite ruler as the unifier of the entire Christendom. This conviction 

consolidated during the 16
th

 century, when the Russian church elaborated the 

doctrine of Moscow as the “Third Rome” (after Rome and Constantinople), 

assigning to the Russian sovereign the role of intermediary with God. According 

to this doctrine, the Russian ruler was the only Christian sovereign on the 

earth.
69

 In the last years of the reign of Ivan III (r. 1462-1505) and the first years 

of the reign of Vasilij III (r. 1505-1533), the appellative “Tsar” to designate the 

ruler (from the Greek kaisar, Latin Cæsar), gradually spread in Russia. This 

term underlined the imperial character of his rule and its filiation from 

Byzantium, and reinforced the autocratic power of the Russian sovereign. 

Nobody had the right to contradict or only just to judge the behavior or the 

orders of the ruler, since, as stated by Iosif Volockij (in the world, Ivan Sanin, 

1439-1515), 

 
the Tsar in his nature is similar to the other men, but in his power he is similar to the 

Almighty God […]. You should ever remember, Princes and Tsars, that through You 

God chose a place on the Earth and that, by placing You on the throne, He raises You 

to Himself.
70

  
 

                                                        
67 Scarpari 2013, p. 139. 
68 Ibid., p. 141. 
69 See also Samojlov 2014, p. 66 and ff. 
70 Poslanija Iosifa Volockogo, Moscow-Leningrad, 1959, p. 184, 230, quoted in Heller 1997. 
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It should be noticed that the distinctive character of the power of the Tsar was 

not its divine origin (a trait common to the contemporary monarchies of Western 

Europe), but rather the cancellation of the individuals in front of the sovereign. 

Russian autocracy “transforms all the subjects of the Muscovite ruler in second-

class, totally subjugated beings”.
71

 

Among the earliest Western accounts on the Russian state, we can mention 

the Rerum Moscoviticarum Commentarii, by Sigmund Herberstein (1486-

1566).
72

 An acute observer of Russian society and politics, Herberstein 

described the peculiarities of their autocratic character, and put them at the 

centre of his narration, contributing to create the image of Russia in 

contemporary Western Europe, and, through the medium of Jesuit authors, even 

in China (see Infra, Par. 3). 

After the Europeanization promoted by Petrine reforms, although the figure 

of the ruler underwent deep transformations, the representation of the Tsar still 

echoes traditional tones, as we can realize from these lines by Vissarion 

Belinskij (1811-1848): 

 
Peter the Great […] is the divinity that called us to life. He has instilled a live soul 

into the ancient Russia’s enormous body, that had fallen into a deadly somnolence.
73

  
 

The consequence of this scheme of Russian uniqueness, which contemplated 

Moscow as the Third Rome and the Russian ruler as the unique just sovereign of 

Christianity, was that 

 
all the true Christian values were concentrated within the boundaries of a State (at 

first it had been Byzantium, later the Rus’). Beyond its boundaries lay the world that 

adhered to different faiths (‘infidel’) and gave hospitality to different cultures 

(‘barbarian’), maybe, not even a world, but chaos.
74

  
 

In the late 17
th
 century, the Russian spiritual thinkers framed the theory by 

which the Tsar had the right to reign all over the universe and the peoples 

dispersed in the four directions with the Confusion of tongues, together with the 

                                                        
71 Ibid., p. 164. 
72 S. von Herberstein was a diplomat at the service of Maximilian I of Habsburg (r. 1493- 

1519). Born in Vipava (now in Slovenia) from a German family, his knowledge of a Slavic 

language helped him to have a better understanding of Russia during his missions in this 

country, in 1517-18 and in 1526. His Rerum Moscoviticarum Commentarii (1549) were the 

most accurate account on Russia of the time and enjoyed a vast diffusion in Europe. On the 

diffusion of the Commentarii, see the Introduction by R. H. Major in von Herberstein 1963. 
73 Quoted in Heller 1997, p. 397. This concept of the power of the Tsar is anyway different 

from the one upheld in previous times: Peter I is described more as a demiurge, than a divine 

intermediator (Ibid., p. 398). What remained unchanged was the relationship between the 

sovereign and his people: subjects, more than citizens. 
74 Samojlov 2014, p. 68. 
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mission of spreading the true faith.
75

 Thus, the territorial expansion in new lands 

received its sanction from above and the function of the Russian state was 

imbued with a messianic meaning, in relation both to the West and to the East.
76

 

Samojlov stresses the fact that the messianic function of the sovereign is a 

common trait to Russia and China and that also the symbolic representations of 

this messianism share some features.
77

 An example is the tendency towards 

isolation that marked, in some particular historical periods, the history of the 

international and commercial relations of the two countries. Starting in the 16
th
 

century, while the élites showed a deep interest in things from abroad, Russia 

inaugurated a period of isolation towards Western Europe. Journeys in the West 

were limited and foreigners were treated with suspicion and constantly kept 

under control. The same attitude can be observed in the Chinese management of 

foreigners and of the relations with other countries, although it is necessary to 

underline how this attitude was not a constant feature and depended from precise 

political choices made by the Court.
78

 

Diffidence towards foreigners involved also diplomatic exchanges and the 

symbolism of their etiquette. Since the early 19
th

 century, scholars have 

collected a large amount of materials on the misunderstandings between 

European envoys and the Chinese court officials, especially concerning the so-

called ‘kowtow issue’.
79

 It is worth noticing, however, that the reception of 

foreign envoys in the Russian Court recalls, in different forms, the reception 

reserved to their counterparts in China. A. Possevino S. J. (1533-1611), an 

envoy sent by Pope Gregory XIII to meet Ivan IV the Terrible in 1581, in his 

Commentarii di Moscovia wrote that the Muscovite prince always rinsed his 

hands after the meetings with foreign envoys.
80

 An interesting parallel could 

also be made with the attitude of a Muscovite envoy, who, while in Rome, 

                                                        
75 See for example the thought of Archimandrite Ignatij (Ivan S. Rimskij-Korsakov, ca. 1639- 

1701, Ivi.). 
76  Ibid., p. 69. The idea of Russian messianism has a long tradition. Some interesting 

examples of its later expressions are offered by A. Lukin, in his analysis of the thought of 

Prince Esper Ukhtomskij (1861-1921) and Pëtr (Zhamsaran) Badmaev (1850 ca.-1920 ca.). 

Both the thinkers combined a profound admiration for Oriental cultures and the belief in the 

Russian mission to rule over Asia (first of all China) in order to help the Oriental civilizations 

to prosper (Lukin 2003, pp. 29-32). 
77 V. S. Mjasnikov finds some similarities between Confucian and Orthodox spiritual and 

political conceptions (Mjasnikov 2015, p. 165). 
78  In this respect, the analysis made by J. Osterhammel remains particularly meaningful 

(Osterhammel 1992, Introduction).  
79 As far as relations with Western Europe are concerned, one of the first accounts was 

compiled by G. Staunton (secretary of the diplomatic mission led by Lord Macartney) and 

published in London in 1797 with the title An Authentic Account of an Embassy from the King 

of Great Britain to the Emperor of China. For a more general analysis, see Hevia 1995. 

Russian diplomats have left many accounts of their experiences in China; for an overview of 

these accounts and of recent studies, see Samojlov 2014, Par. 2.5.  
80 Quoted in Ibid., p. 70. 
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refused to kiss the Pope’s slippers.
81

 Indeed, the symbolic isolation of the 

sovereign and the refusal of the envoys to follow an etiquette of submission 

were linked to the messianic perspective of the Russian state. 

In a paragraph devoted to the Sino-Russian relations during the second part 

of the 17
th
 century, Samojlov analyses the diplomatic exchanges between the 

two countries in the stimulating prospect of a confrontation between the two 

messianic perspectives discussed above.
82

 Following this approach, we can 

rapidly mention two of the most important historical documents of the time. 

When the Russian envoy Fedor I. Bajkov (1610 ca.-1663 ca.) was sent to the 

Court of Shunzhi Emperor in 1655-56, he was entrusted with an official letter 

from the Tsar Aleksej Mikhajlovič.
83

 This document represents a remarkable 

example of the terminology used to express the messianic vocation of the 

Russian sovereign. Its incipit reads: 

 
By the grace, might and benevolence of the only God, having no origin and no end, 

invisible and inaccessible, Who reigns with the celestial forces and with the eternal 

word of His wisdom, with Our Lord Jesus Christ […], feared by heaven, earth and 

hell, Our only God, glorified in Trinity and in worshipped in Unity, 

We, holder of the sceptre of orthodoxy, [endowed with the task] to guide and to reign 

on the great Russian Empire and on many states recently annexed, with God’s help, 

in peace through the ages.  

We, Sovereign, Tsar and Grand Duke Aleksej Mikhailovič, Autocrat of all Great and 

Little Russia, Tsar of Moscow, Kiev, Vladimir, Novgorod, Tsar of Kazan’, Astrachan 

[follows a long list of the territories under the Tsar’s rule and a detailed genealogy of 

the Russian sovereigns] 

[…] 

We, Sovereign, Our Imperial Majesty, have written in Our Imperial message 

addressed to You, Tsar Bugdychan, Your name and title only briefly […]; this fact 

should not give rise to wonder on Your behalf : as You know well, Our forefathers 

did not have any relation with Your forefathers, the Emperors of the Chinese Empire 

[…]
84

 

 

As noticed by D. Dumbrava, the official letter addressed to the Kangxi Emperor 

given to Nicolae Milescu in 1675 and the one Bajkov was entrusted with, are 

very similar in the opening. The general tone, the list of the dominions under the 

Tsar’s rule, as well as the detailed genealogy, all contribute to offer the 

addressee a precise message on the legitimation of the Tsar as a ‘sovereign 

                                                        
81 Quoted in Hsia 2010, p. 9. 
82 Samojlov 2014, p. 82 ff. 
83 On the document, see Stary 1974, p. 49 ff.; see also the interesting remarks made by 

Dumbrava 2009, p. 189, in comparing the instructions given by Aleksej Mikhailovič to 

Bajkov and to Nicolae Milescu (in China in 1675). 
84 Mjasnikov and Demidova 1969, pp. 165-168; my translation is based on the version by G. 

Stary 1974, p. 286 ff. The term Bugdychan, used in the Russian documents of the 17th century 

to designate the sovreign of China, derives from the Mongolian Boγda (“saint, celestial”) 

Qaγan (“khan”), see Dumbrava 2009, p. 188, No. 62.  
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ruling over a given macro-regional area and […] his image of res sacrae in a 

space of religious value’.
85

 

The mention of the fact that Russia and the Chinese Empire did not have any 

contact in the past, and thus did not have a common diplomatic vocabulary, is a 

remark that shall be repeated again and again in Chinese documents, probably 

with a particular meaning, related to the Chinese-Manchu concept of 

international relations.
86

 An example is offered by one of the first official texts 

on Sino-Russian relations, the Pingding Luocha Fanglüe 平定羅刹方略  (A 

Strategic Plan for the Pacification of the ‘Luocha’).
87

 The document, a 

reconstruction of the conflicts between Russia and China on the Northern 

borders and the conclusion of the Nerčinsk Treaty (1689), is a clear expression 

of the assumption of a messianic role by the Middle Kingdom in foreign 

relations. A passage reads: 

 

Eluosi 鄂羅斯 is a remote country situated in the lands of the extreme North-East. 

Since ancient times, it has never had any contact with China. The [Russian] people 

are for the most part violent, greedy, coarse, stubborn and ignorant. For this reason, 

[the Russians] living on the borders have been called Luocha by Daur and Solon 

people. As a matter of fact, they act wildly and incautiously, they kill and plunder, 

protect our deserters and cause endless problems on our borders.
88 

 

The mention of the secular distance between the two countries in a document 

that is imbued with ideological issues and is written with the aim to justify and 

legitimate the Qing emperor’s use of force over Russia, is particularly 

meaningful. The absence of contacts in the past may explain the wildness and 

ruthlessness of Russian people: they were never exposed to the civilizing 

influence of the Chinese culture.
89

 In the discourse of the Pingding Luocha 
Fanglüe, this argument is further developed up to the conclusion, in which the 

civilizing mission of the Son of Heaven is reaffirmed by quoting the Zhong 

Yong 中庸: 

                                                        
85 Ibid., p. 190. 
86 See for example a document in Da Qing Shizu Zhanghuangdi Shilu 大清世祖章皇帝實錄, 

twelfth year of Shunzhi period, regarding Bajkov’s embassy. 
87

 The document was edited by Chang Shu 常書 and completed between 1682 and 1690. The 

term Luocha, a phonemic loan deriving from the Sanscrit rāksasa (an evil spirit), already 

documented in Tang translations, was used in the Northern borders to designate the Russians, 

for the phonetic similarity with russkij or with lovec (pl. lovcy), “hunter”, and for semantic 

reasons, since the Russians were often perceived as violent and greedy plunderers by the local 

populations. For a more detailed analysis of Pingding Luocha Fanglüe, see Di Toro 2012, 

Part 2, Chapter 1. 
88 Pingding Luocha Fanglüe, in Shuofang Beisheng, Juanshou, juan 5, pp. 2a-2b. See also the 

translation in V. Mjasnikov 1988, p. 239. 
89 As we shall see (Infra, Par. 3.1), the representation of the Russians as barbaric people had 

already a tradition in Chinese texts, starting with G. Aleni’s description in his geographical 

treatise Zhifang Waiji (1623). 
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Wherever ships and carriages reach; wherever the strength of man penetrates; 

wherever the heavens overshadow and the earth sustains; wherever the sun and the 

moon shine; wherever frosts and dews fall: all who have blood and breath 

unfeignedly honor and love him.
90 

 

This passage in the Zhong Yong refers to the supreme sage and follows the 

sentence that reads:  

 
Therefore his fame overspreads the Middle Kingdom, and extends to all barbarous 

tribes.
91 

 

The reference to the emperor of China is clear and the use of war is justified by 

his messianic role of diffusing the light of justice and morality, in the Confucian 

belief of the ‘possibility of transforming barbarians into civilized beings’.
92

 

While the vision expressed in the Pingding Luocha Fanglüe is typically 

unidirectional (the transformation could occur only among the “barbarians” by 

adhering to the Chinese model),
93

 the content of the Nerčinsk Treaty should be 

considered, in the opinion of Samojlov, an example of a particular form of 

socio-cultural compromise. This compromise, reflecting two different visions of 

the world, was immensely successful: China and Russia did not wage war for 

about two centuries and were able to promote commercial, diplomatic and 

cultural exchanges.
94

 

A reflection on the common traits of universalistic concepts of the Russian 

and the Chinese states is undoubtedly helpful in reading the history of the 

relations between the two countries, nonetheless, in studying the same relations 

in Qing period, one should always be aware that the vision of the sovereignty in 

China received new stimula from different traditions:  

 
It is useful to think of Qing authority as having two foundations, neo-Confucian 

legitimacy (required to successfully rule the Chinese state) and ethnic sovereignty 

(required to build and maintain a universal empire of a conquering minority ruling 

over many domains centred upon China). Neo-Confucian legitimacy arose largely 

from the Manchu embrace of Chinese literary culture and political norms, ethnic 

                                                        
90 Zhong Yong, XXXI, 4, transl. by J. Legge, The Chinese Classics, London: Trübner & Co., 

1861, Vol. 1. 
91 Ivi.  
92 Elliott 2001, p. 22. On the concept of “righteous war” (yizhan 义战) and the ideological 

justification of war in the Chinese tradition, including the Confucian context, see Johnston 

1995, p. 68 ff. 
93 See Elliott 2001, p. 22. 
94 Samojlov 2014, p. 92 ff. The following Treaty of Kjachta (1727) represented a confirmation 

of this policy of compromise: in the opinion of Samojlov, a particularly important clause was 

the one establishing that the official correspondence had to be managed by the Lifan yuan, on 

the Chinese side, and by the Senat from the Russian one, thus fostering the resolution of many 

ticklish questions (Ibid., p. 96).  
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sovereignty from the Manchu embrace of their quasi-steppe origins and those 

political and social norms.
95

  
 

The Russian scholar V. Mjasnikov, in his studies on Qing diplomatic practices, 

has stressed their syncretic nature: “Qing diplomacy was in fact a Sino-Manchu 

diplomacy: Manchu in its aims and objectives, and fundamentally Chinese in its 

forms and means”.
96

 

The mutual perceptions of Russia and China in the quality of universal 

empires have a complex history, influenced both by direct and indirect contacts. 

The following pages shall discuss some moments of these contacts.  

 

 

3. The Formation of Mutual Images in Direct and Indirect 

Contacts 
 

Par. 4.1 of A. Samojlov’s book (The Formation of the Image of China in Russia) 

focuses its attention on the centrality of mutual images in the relations between 

different countries. The author refers in particular to the interdisciplinary 

approach of imagology that studies the process of formation, within a given 

culture, of images, representations and stereotypes on other peoples and 

cultures.
97

 

In order to analyse the process of formation of the mutual images of Russia 

and China, we should try to circumscribe at least some of the places where the 

process begun and developed, i.e. the places of direct and indirect contact.  

Direct contacts may occur in various forms and places, as in the experiences 

of travelers and diplomats, border cities and languages, institutions, material 

objects etc., that often play host to and reflect the connection between the two 

cultures. These places have been studied in numerous scientific works, but their 

amplitude and the scope of their effects on the mutual perception is so vast, that 

there is still space for further research. The Russian Spiritual Mission in Beijing, 

to offer an example, was a long-lasting institution, where the two cultures could 

meet in a communication of a high cultural and scientific level. Also the so-

called Sino-Russian dialect can be studied as a place where this particular form 

of “cultural polyphony” was the expression of the animated border life.
98

 

                                                        
95 Elliott 2001, p. 13. 
96 Mjasnikov 1980, p. 33. Since diplomacy is linked to the forms of self-representation of 

power, however, the analysis of sovereignty and of its representations proposed by Pamela 

Crossley, in particular concerning the Qianlong Emperor, may offer new perspectives to the 

research on the Qing foreign relations in general. See Crossley 1999. 
97 For a critical overview on imagology, from its meaning as the study of the literary images 

of the other countries to the wider sense of an interdisciplinary study of the image of the 

others, see Perner 2013. For some particular Russian developments of the discipline, see 

Samojlov 2014, p. 228 ff. 
98 The expression is in Samojlov 2014, p. 180. 
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Indirect contacts may take place in the various channels transmitting mutual 

images or representations. The written texts are a powerful channel of 

transmission, albeit mostly for the educated classes. Texts give birth to other 

texts, especially when they discuss important issues. The Chinese issue for sure 

has been central in Russia, since the 18
th
 century, and the debate on Russia has 

been important in China, for different reasons. It is particularly stimulating to 

observe and follow the destiny of images and stereotypes in reading the 

literature of the two countries while representing the counterpart.
99

 Another 

important channel is represented by the figurative themes, in their manifold 

expressions and developments. A. Samojlov devotes engaging pages to the inter-

relations between the two countries in the field of art, offering rich references to 

the development of kitajščina (chinoiserie) in Russia and its influence in the 

fields of architecture, painting, handicrafts etc.
100

 The opposite representation, 

i.e. the iconography on Russia and Russians in China as well as the influence of 

Russian architecture and handicrafts in China, founds its main expressions in the 

border region.
101

 

Direct and indirect contacts have often, but not always, nourished each other, 

thus direct and indirect themes can be detected while studying the mutual 

representations of the two countries. 

 

 

3.1 Images of Russia in China 
 

A. Samojlov affirms that the first pieces of information on Russia in China date 

from the 18
th
 century and that in the beginning of the 19

th
 century, Chinese had 

not shaped yet “stereotypes of an ethnic perception of the Russians”.
102

 If it is 

true that the first influential direct account is the one written by Tulišen (1723), 

long before that date other texts on Russia were available and circulated among 

the cultural élites. This production, where direct and indirect information found 

expression, contributed to the creation if not of a fixed Russian stereotype, at 

least of an image that inclined to reproduce itself from text to text. 

In the study of the formation of the image of Russia in China, I would 

suggest a route through various sources, discussing here just the most important 

stages of this production.
103

 The first extensive text on Russia to appear in China 

                                                        
99 A. Samojlov proposes a systematic diachronic analysis of this production (Ibid., Chapter 3). 
100 See Ibid., p. 189 ff. The paragraph is remarkable for richness of sources and references, 

albeit the reader feels rather frustrated not to have any image to integrate the iconographic 

descriptions with. 
101 Some interesting examples of Russian influence on Chinese material life and handicrafts 

are offered in Ibid., p. 176. See also the studies by Melikhov; on the influence of Russian 

architecture in Harbin, see Chang 1990. 
102 Samojlov 2014, p. 102. 
103 For a more detailed description, see Di Toro 2004 (including an analysis of a selection of 

19th century texts) and 2012 (limited to the 17th and 18th centuries). 
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is the chapter Mosigeweiya 莫斯哥未亞 (Muscovy) in G. Aleni’s Zhifang Waiji 

職方外記 (An Account of the Countries not included in the Chinese Official 

Records, 1623),
104

 a detailed geographic and anthropologic description of 

Muscovy, defined as one of the most important European countries.
105

 After 

collocating the country in the extreme north-western boundaries of Asia, Aleni 

offers some brief details on its dimensions and on its rivers. He rapidly mentions 

the aggressiveness of the army, then thoroughly describes the harshness of the 

weather and how the people protect themselves in the long, cold winters. The 

Jesuit author thus continues: 

 
The people of this country are often bandits, and so the population compete in rearing 

savage dogs that bite you as soon as they see you. […] Only the king is permitted to 

cultivate literature, while everybody else, even the relatives of the royal family or the 

ministers, are not allowed to study, out of fear that their intelligence would exceed 

the ruler’s and thus dishonour him. For this reason, in this country they have a 

proverb: “What is known to God, is known to the ruler”. 

[…] Corruption is extremely diffused, to the point that when they trade, they trust the 

merchants only if those simulate being foreigners: if they said they were fellow 

countrymen, people would fear their shrewdness.
106

 

 

As we see, we can hardly find any positive remark on the Muscovite State, 

except for, perhaps, some passages, not quoted here, on some technological 

device, such as a huge mortar the Muscovites had been able to build. This detail 

did not probably sound very reassuring for the Chinese readers, when they came 

to know that Muscovites, Russians and the Luocha disturbing the borders were 

in fact one people.
107

 Despite placing Muscovy within the physical space of 

Europe, Aleni keeps it outside of the European moral space.
108

 This position 

clearly emerges when we compare the above passage to the pages about the 

diffusion of culture and schools in Europe, at the beginning of the juan about 

Ouluoba: 

 
In Europe every country holds culture in very high esteem: the kings order the 

construction of numerous schools; in every country or every province there is a 

university or a gymnasium, while in every village there is a primary school. Just the 

                                                        
104 On Zhifang Waiji see the complete Italian translation, with notes and Introduction by P. De 

Troia (Aleni 2009). 
105 Zhifang waiji (1996 edition), p. 67, p. 67. 
106 Ibid., pp. 100-101; see also the Italian translation in Aleni 2009, pp. 222-224. 
107 The Pingding Luocha Fanglüe was one of the first texts in which the Luocha are identified 

as people from Russia. 
108 It is necessary here to specify that Aleni maintains a different position in describing the 

religious belief of the Muscovites, with a curious ambiguity. In his words, “just a few people 

believe in zhenjiao 真教 [“True religion”, “True teaching”]; their king always holds a cross in 

his hand and the Bible together with the Lifes of the Saints circulate in the country without 

any prohibition.” Zhifang waiji (1996 edition), p. 101. 
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most prominent scholars are selected to teach in the gymnasiums and in the 

universities, and the largest of these institutions may count even many thousands of 

pupils.
109  

 

The vision conveyed in the Zhifang Waiji reflects and reproduces the image of 

the Muscovite state in contemporary Western Europe. Actually, through a 

comparative analysis of some of the most popular descriptions of Russia 

available in Europe in the late 16
th

 century, it is possible to reconstruct the 

sources of Aleni’s text with a rather high degree of accuracy.
110

    

The influence of Aleni’s description of Muscovy on the formation of the 

image of Russia in China seems inferable from the remarkable diffusion of the 

Zhifang Waiji or of the chapter on Muscovy. We can actually trace numerous 

reproductions of the text in collections and encyclopedias published in the 

following decades.
111

 Thus, oddly enough, one of the most complete and 

diffused texts on Russia available in China between the 17
th
 and the 18

th
 century 

was in fact an indirect account mediated by Western European vision. 

A second description of Russia that is worth mentioning is contained in a 

geographical collection by Lu Ciyun 陸次雲  the Bahong Yishi 八紘譯史
(Translated History from the Remote Boundaries, preface 1683). The Bahong 

Yishi is a book on world geography compiled using a wide range of sources, in 

order to 

 
enable the reader to expand his knowledge and to know that outside our world there 

is another world.
112  

 

                                                        
109 Ibid., p. 69. This contrast between Muscovy and Western European countries shall be 

considerably smoothed down by F. Verbiest in his Kun yu Tu Shuo 坤輿圖說 (Explanation of 

the Map of the World, 1674). In this book, largely based on the Zhifang Waiji, Verbiest shows 

a very different attitude towards Russia, reflecting the position of some groups within the 

Roman Curia that hoped for a reconciliation with the Russian Church. In his version, 

significantly, Verbiest omits the passage about the scarce diffusion of culture among the 

Muscovites. For a comparison of the pages on Muscovy by Aleni and Verbiest, see Di Toro 

2011. 
110 For a detailed analysis of the sources of the chapter on Muscovy in Zhifang Waiji, see Di 

Toro 2011. The findings on the construction of the chapter may also cast some light on the 

general question of the sources of Aleni’s book, that really looks like a weaving of different 

texts. 
111  The book was integrally or partially reproduced in important collections as Tianxue 

Chuhan 天學初函 (First Collection of Celestial Studies, 1629); Siku Quanshu 四庫全書 (The 

Complete Collection of the Four Treasures, 1784); Mohai Jinhu Jiaqing Ben 墨海金壺 · 嘉

慶 本 ([Collection of] The Sea of Ink and the Golden Vase, Jiaqing ed., 1796-1821); Beijiao 

Huibian 北徼彙編 (Collection on the Northern Borders, 1860); Congshu Jicheng Chubian 叢 

書集成 · 初編 (Collected Collectanea, first ed.). For a complete list, see Zhongguo Congshu 

Zong Lu, Vol. II, p. 624 and Aleni 2009, p. 26. 
112 Bahong Yishi Xu, Bahong Yishi, juan 1, in Longwei Mishu Jiuji. 
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As declared by the author himself, Aleni’s Zhifang Waiji was extensively, 

though critically, quoted, as demonstrated by the inclusion of the chapter on 

Muscovy discussed above in the section entitled “Xibu” 西部 (Western lands). 

The same section interestingly contains also a chapter entitled “Alusuo” 阿路索 

(Russia): probably, Lu Ciyun did not know that Muscovy and Russia were in 

fact the same country. The chapter contains some new information: 

 
Alusuo is situated to the North-west of China and to the North-east of the Western 

countries (Xiyang 西洋). The rich people and aristocrats wear marten clothes. Men 

and women take their own decisions about marriage […] To the North-west of the 

Wu 烏 [Hei]longjiang there is a tributary country of Alusuo, called Xibailiya 昔白利

牙 [Siberia], where [they] banish the criminals […]
113 

 

I have not been able to find out the sources of this passage, but we could 

reasonably presume that Lu could have obtained some details from some oral 

account. The hint to the marriage habits of the Russians is something new, and 

we shall see that the question of the relationship between men and women and 

the form of matchmaking in Russia shall become a topos in this production, 

especially in the travelogues. The inversion of the roles of men and women in 

the Western societies, the so-called inversion of yin and yang, is often 

considered as a mark of barbarism by the authors writing on foreign countries.
114

 

In the Russian case, this issue is often interestingly linked, as in this passage, 

with the brutality of the peoples living in the borders with China, defined here as 

“criminals”. 

As we have already seen, for ideological and political reasons, also the 

Pingding Luocha Fanglüe stresses the barbaric habits of the Russians inhabiting 

the border regions. A very different attitude, reflecting the evolution that 

occurred in Sino-Russian relations after the conclusion of the Nerčinsk Treaty, 

can be found in one of the most influential texts describing the Russians to be 

published in China, the Yiyu Lu 異域錄  (Records from Foreign Regions), 

written by the Manchu official Tulišen 圖理深 (1667-1741).
115

 Although the 

mission in which Tulišen participated, between 1712 and 1715, was aimed at 

reinforcing the alliance between Manchus and Turguts, who had migrated to the 

                                                        
113 Bahong Yishi Liyan, Bahong Yishi, juan 2, p. 1b, in Longwei Mishu Jiuji. For the complete 

translation of the text and a more detailed analysis, see Di Toro 2012, p. 140 ff.  
114 See the interesting remarks on the subject in Masci 1989. 
115 The account was first published in Manchu and then in Chinese in 1723, was re-edited in 

numerous collections in the following decades (see Stary 1976, pp. 198-199) and extensively 

quoted in many texts on Russia published in China (see Di Toro 2012, Chapter 3). Yiyu Lu 

had also a considerable diffusion in Europe: in 1729 A. Gaubil translated the Chinese version 

in French; it followed a German translation (from Gaubil’s) and two Russian translations of 

the Manchu edition (1764 and 1782); in 1821 we can find an English version. For details on 

Manchu, Chinese and European editions of the text and for a recent translation, see Stary 

1976. 
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lower Volga river valley, probably the real task was to collect information on the 

real conditions of both Russians and Turguts and on the territories of Siberia 

crossed by the expedition. The general tone of the description strikes for its 

freshness and even, in some pages, for an unexpected openness, probably an 

effect of the normalization of the relations between China and Russia, but also a 

feature that can be observed in other travel accounts. From the initial pages, 

reporting the instructions given to the mission, we can infer many interesting 

facts about the perception of Russia in the early Qing period and appreciate the 

paternalistic and didactical attitude of the Son of Heaven towards foreigners: 

 
In the case [in your way to Russia and back], you met the Tsar, you can perform the 

ritual according to the customs of that country. Moreover, you must tell their envoy 

that before, when their ambassador Niguolai 尼果賴 [Spafarij] came to China, his 

behaviour was foolish and obstinate: we shall certainly not act in that way. 

When you will meet the Tsar, if He asks about our beliefs, you must only answer that 

[…] in our country everybody venerates loyalty, filial piety, benevolence and justice; 

as a consequence, we do not practise war, nor do we inflict heavy punishments, and 

we have already enjoyed peace for a long time.
116 

 

Tulišen was able to have long talks with some Russian officials and he records 

these experiences, albeit sometimes maybe lacking objectivity. During a 

conversation, a Russian polkovnik (‘colonel’)
117

 is reported to affirm that Russia 

is always engaged in warfare, to the point that the soldiers never rest. The 

Manchu envoy placidly answers that, on the contrary, the Emperor of China 

“never wages war” and “loves His people as if they were His own children”,
118

 

echoing the theme of the harmonizing role of the Son of Heaven already 

expressed in the Pingding Luocha Fanglüe.
119

  

The account is replete of details on the habits of the common people, vividly 

described: 

 
Men, when meeting each other in the streets or in other places, always uncover their 

head, stand straight and then bow. If a man meets a woman, the man uncovers his 

head and the woman stands straights and then bows. […] They are fond of liquors: 

every time a relative or a friend arrives to their house, they always draw a bottle and 

offer a drink: tea is unknown to them […]. On every feast day, men meet together 

                                                        
116 Yiyu Lu, in Beijiao Huibian, 1969, Vol. 2, pp. 384-385. Nicolae Milescu Spafarij, in China 

in 1675, had refused to perform the Qing Court etiquette and his mission was a failure but for 

the detailed report he wrote, that had a deep influence in Russia (see Di Toro 2012, p. 45 ff. 

and Lukin 2003, Chapter 1). 
117 The original reads bo’erguofunike 博爾果付泥克. On the stylistic use of phonetic loans in 

the Chinese travelogues, see Di Toro 2012, Chapter 4.3. 
118 Yiyu Lu, in Beijiao Huibian, 1969, Vol. 2, p. 410. 
119 Just to offer another example of this theme, in regards to the relations between China and 

Japan in Ming period, see the passage quoted from Mingshi (322: 8342-8344) and the relative 

discussion in Santangelo 2011, p. 49 ff.  
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and drink until they are completely drunk. Women compete in adorning themselves 

and go around to have fun, walking and singing all together in the streets.
120 

 

In these lines we can observe again the description of the free customs of 

Russian women, together with a new topic that shall have a great resonance in 

the following Chinese production: the fondness of Russian men for alcoholic 

drinks and drunkenness, often described as a merry social habit.  

In my opinion, Tulišen’s account had a central role in the formation of the 

image of Russia in China: the high number of editions and of quotations testify 

the diffusion of the travelogue until the middle of the 19
th
 century. The Yiyu Lu 

was also the main source for the compilation of the chapters on Russia of 

influential official texts, as the Daqing Yitong Zhi 大清一統志 (Gazetteers of 

the Unified Great Qing, 1746) and the Qingchao Wenxian Tongkao 清朝文獻通

考 (General Study of the Documents of the Qing Dynasty, 1787).
121

 

For space limits, here I am compelled to leave out many other texts on 

Russia written between the 18
th
 and the early 19

th
 century.

122
 The topoi of the 

wild tendencies of the population, of the lasciviousness of women and of the 

love for alcohol continued to have a certain success in the subsequent 

production. One of the most interesting passages can be read in Eluosi Zhuan 鄂

羅斯轉  (Chronicle of Russia), a text composed, drawing information from 

various sources, by the Manchu Qishiyi 七十一. We quote here only some lines 

linked to the misogynist theme: 

 
Since the last Khan [Tsar] of Russia died without leaving any son, his countrymen 

elected his daughter as the new Khan. Hereafter, up to now, [the title of Tsar] has 

been transmitted only to women, already for seven generations. […] When their 

empress gives birth to an heir, she kills him after a few years or even after just a few 

months. If she gives birth to a daughter, she keeps her alive, since she is considered 

as the lineal descent of the Khan, while a son is considered as belonging to an 

external lineage.
123 

 

Probably inspired by the struggles for the throne that followed the death of Peter 

the Great (1725), when four empresses were elected in less than fourty years, 

Qishiyi’s passage is rich in information, but inaccurate, to the point that the 19
th

 

century editor He Qiutao adds a note to correct these lines. However imprecise, 

we still find the transmission of the narration of a chaotic rule (in this case 

expressed by the abnormal phenomenon of a woman empress) that guides the 

Russian state. 

The image of Russia in China further consolidated during the 19
th
 century, 

when the vast interest in world geography stimulated the publication of a 

                                                        
120 Ibid., p. 475 ff. 
121 For a detailed analysis, see Di Toro 2012. 
122 These texts are analysed in Ibid., p. 146 ff. 
123 Eluosi Zhuan, in Beijiao Huibian, 1969, Vol. 1, p. 25. 
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considerable number of collections on foreign countries. As underlined by 

Samojlov, most of the texts included in these encyclopedias reflect a negative 

attitude, deriving both from the Western European documents, often used as 

sources of information and generally hypercritical towards Russia, and from the 

complexity of the political relations between the two countries.
124

 

One of the first extensive descriptions of the Russian state after Tulišen’s one 

was compiled by Lin Zexu 林則徐 (1785-1850), author of Sizhou Zhi 四周志
(Gazetteer of the Four Continents, 1841).

125
 The section on Russia, entitled 

Eluosi Zongji 俄羅斯總記 (General Account on Russia), was included in a 

collection that enjoyed a certain diffusion among the late Qing literati, the 

Haiguo Tuzhi 海國圖志 (Maps and Monographs on the Maritime Countries, 

1844), by Wei Yuan 魏源 (1794-1857). For the compilation of Sizhou Zhi, Lin 

Zexu largely based himself on Hugh Murray’s Encyclopaedia of Geography 

(London 1834). From a rapid comparison of the sections on Russia in Murray 

and Lin, it appears evident that the main source of information was the English 

geographic encyclopaedia, though the contents are very concisely presented. 

Eluosi Zongji anyway offers many new and precious pieces of information to the 

Chinese readers, with a general description of the country, a historical outline 

and detailed descriptions of the main provinces and cities. It should be noticed 

that the general attitude towards Russia in Lin’s text looks rather objective and 

quite distant from the somehow ironical tone of the English geographer. Just to 

offer an example, whereas Murray, in describing the great fire in Moscow that 

compelled the Napoleonian army to retire in 1812, affirms: “It is remarkable that 

the Russian government still renounce the glory of this sublime sacrifice, and 

represent Moscow as burned by the French”;
126

 Lin just writes: “The French did 

not know whether it had been the Russians, who had planned to evacuate the 

city and to set it on fire, or it had been God himself who, wanting to destroy the 

invaders, had set Moscow on fire”.
127

 

Particularly interesting are the pages devoted to Peter I the Great (r. 1682-

1725). The Russian emperor was a constant presence in the Chinese narrative of 

Russia during the 19
th
 century, as the ideas of the forerunners of the self-

strengthening movement, as Lin Zexu and Wei Yuan, were gaining popularity 

among the intellectuals advocating reforms. Petrine reforms were pointed out as 

a model for their program of re-inforcing the Chinese traditions while 

introducing new learning and technologies from the West.
128

 Lin Zexu’s Eluosi 

                                                        
124 Samojlov 2014, p. 270. 
125 See Masini 1993, p. 21. The Sizhou Zhi was later included in the encyclopedia edited by 

Wang Xiqi 王錫祺, Xiaofanghu Zhai Yudi Congchao 小方壶齋輿地叢鈔 (Collection of 

Geographical Works from the Square Pot Studio, Shanghai, 1891-97).  
126 Murray (ed.) 1855, p. 168. 
127 Eluosi Zongji, in Beijiao Huibian, 1969, Vol. 1. 
128 On the popularity of Peter the Great among the Chinese intellectuals of the 19th century, 

see Price 1974, p. 28 ff., Samojlov 2014, p. 271 ff. and Westad 2012. Most of the references 

and studies, however, are centred on the famous essay by Kang Youwei 康有為 (1858-1927) 
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Zongji devotes some lines to the great Russian sovereign: 

 
[The population of Russia] remained simple and rough, and not in the least 

acquainted with any Western technique, until the time of the king Bida 比達 [Peter 

I]. [This monarch] was a clever and outstanding person: he left the capital of the state 

for a journey to Amsterdam and other places, where he visited the dockyards and the 

firearm factories, studying [their] technology. When he returned to Russia, he taught 

[to his people] how to make firearms and warships and as a result [Russia] became 

even more skilled [in these techniques] than the other countries. Moreover, he trained 

the soldiers and practised the battle formations, imposing a strict discipline […]. [The 

country thus] prospered and in a few years it became one of the most powerful states 

in Europe.
129 

 

The following description of Russia available to the Chinese readers was the 

section Eluosiguo 峩羅斯國 (The Russian State) in the Yinghuan Zhilüe 瀛寰志

略 (Short Treatise on the Maritime Circuit, 1848-49), compiled by Xu Jiyu 徐繼
畬 (1795-1873). In the Introduction to his book, Xu exposes his methodology 

and his sources, declaring to have used various written Western books, 

magazines and newspapers, and also to have collected numerous oral 

accounts.
130

 The scholar occupied for a few years the post of governor of Fujian, 

and had regular contacts with Western officials and missionaries, who provided 

him with information and materials on the countries of the world.
131

 In the 

general introduction about Europe, Xu stresses the fact that Russia is the only 

European country to border with China.
132

 Although the major part of its 

territories are situated in Asia, nonetheless it has to be considered a European 

country, because: 

 
Considering the whole territory of Russia, six tenths of its total extension are situated 

in Asia, while only four tenths are situated in Europe. However, both the ancient and 

the new capital of the state are located in Europe, its richest tribes (buluo 部落) and 

most powerful and beautiful cities are assembled in the Western part [of the country]. 

The territories extending towards the East, though vast, are desolate and cold lands; 

moreover, the alliances and war expeditions [of Russia] all aim to Europe and its 

political influence weighs on the West and not on the East: for these reasons we 

consider it as a European country.
133  

 

It is quite unusual to read a Chinese opinion, expressed in the middle of the 19
th
 

century, in the debate about the European or Asiatic vocation of Russia. 

                                                                                                                                  
Eluosi Da Bide Bianzheng Ji 俄羅斯大彼得變政记 (An Account of the Reforms of Peter of 

Russia, 1898). 
129 Eluosi Zongji, in Beijiao Huibian, 1969, Vol. 1. 
130 Yinghuan Zhilüe, juan 1, Fanli, p. 7a-b. 
131 See Hummel 1964, pp. 309-310 and Drake 1975, Chapter 5. 
132 Yinghuan Zhilüe, juan 3, p. 4a 
133 Ibid., juan 3, p. 11b. 
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Moreover, the passage seems to imply that Russia’s geopolitical expansionist 

ambitions do not involve China, although the section contains also an account of 

the Russian penetration in Siberia, where Xu offers once more the image of the 

Russian bandits sent to colonize the Eastern regions.
134

 

The narration of the life and achievements of Peter the Great takes a 

considerable place also in Yinghuan Zhilüe: 

 
When Peter was still a child, his sister, seeking power, tried to usurp the throne and 

Peter, to avoid the disaster, had to hide in a monastery disguised as a monk. Later on, 

after being acclaimed to the throne by the crowds, he recruited talented people of 

humble origins to participate in the management of state affairs; he personally taught 

the soldiers to ride and to shoot with arch and gun, forming a strong contingent. 

Later, he issued a government decree that transformed every custom of the nation; he 

pacified the domestic politics and only then went on a tour to the borders and opened 

some harbours. At that time, the Russians were not in the least expert in navigation, 

so [the king] assumed a false name and went to Holland to become the apprentice of 

a shipbuilding master. When he went back [to Russia], after having completely learnt 

his technique, he held his sailors in the war against Sweden and won. […] the power 

of Russia in recent times, began during Peter’s reign.
135  

 

Also the mysoginist theme appears again, although balanced by some positive 

remarks on the ability of Russian empresses in governing the state: 

 
Catherine [the II] was a lascivious [woman] and had numerous favourites, but she 

was also very skilful in managing [state] affairs; she invited [to Russia] many foreign 

workers and bestowed on them generous salaries. She educated her people with the 

help of literature and made every effort to spread this art, taking at the same time the 

necessary steps to repair the armaments and strengthen the army.
136  

 

For space limits, it is not possible to quote in detail here other authoritative 

books on Russia published in the Qing period. The most important are the two 

collections by He Qiutao 和秋濤 (1824-1862) devoted to the Northern lands, the 

Beijiao Huibian 北郊彙編 (Collection on the Northern Borders, in 6 juan, 

1858) and the Shuofang Beisheng 朔方備乘 (Historical Source-book on the 

Northern Regions, in 80 juan, 1860).
137

 In these two encyclopedic works, the 

editor realizes a fundamental work of systematization and collation of the 

                                                        
134 Ibid., juan 3, pp. 16b-17a. This part is practically identical to the pages Lin Zexu devoted 

to the same subject (Eluosi Zongji, in Beijiao Huibian, 1969, Vol. 1).  
135 Ibid., juan 3, p. 13b. 
136 Ibid., juan 3, p. 14a. 
137  The Shuofang Beisheng had an eventful fate, since the original text was lost in the 

destruction of the Yuanming Yuan by the Allied Forces in 1860 and the second copy burned 

in a fire. Only after He Qiutao’s premature death, his son presented an incomplete original 

draft to Li Hongzhang 李鴻章 (1823-1901), who gave the order to revise and edit it, and 

finally printed it in 1881, writing a preface to the book (see the Preface by Li Hongzhang, 

Shuofang Beisheng, juan 1, p. 3a). 
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existing information on the regions situated to the North of China. In general, 

He Qiutao has a quite conservative attitude towards the knowledge coming from 

the Western countries, and his representation of Russians is, again, that of 

barbarians who wait to be civilized.
138

 As a synthesis of his position, we can 

quote two lines in which he gives a definition of the two main institutions that 

were created in China in order to develop and harmonize the relations with 

Russia, the Eluosi guan 俄羅斯館 (Russian hostel) and the Eluosi xue 俄羅斯學 

(The Russian School [of Chinese and Manchu]): 

 
The Russian hostel was founded to host the people coming to offer tribute to our 

dynasty or to trade [in our country]. 

The Russian School was established to instruct scholars in order to enable them to 

emulate our justice and to admire the glory [of our civilization].
139

 

 
In his collections, He Qiutao draws his material from sources of various origins, ranging 

from the official texts, as Qingchao Wenxian Tongkao and Pingding Luocha Fanglüe,
140

 

to travel accounts, as Tulišen’s Yiyu Lu, and geographic descriptions of different periods 

derived from Western European sources, as G. Aleni’s Zhifang Waiji and Lin Zexu’s 

Eluosi Zongji. Thus, in these influential compilations, produced in the late 19
th
 century, 

we can find once again the transmission of various representations of Russia, deriving 

from direct and indirect visions. These representations, sometimes ideologically 

manipulated, contributed to the diffusion of certain themes that gradually fixed 

themselves into stereotypes, like the one of the brutality of the people inhabiting the 

borders with China, of the particular fondness for alcoholics and the libertine tendencies 

of Russian women.  
 

 

3.2 Images of China in Russia 
 

The features of the formation of the image of China in Russia are different from 

those involved in the perception of Russia in China. As already remarked above 

(Supra, Par. 1), the representations of the Middle Kingdom in Russia seem to be 

more tightly linked with the general cultural and political evolution of the 

                                                        
138 Samojlov 2014, p. 271. For an overview on the texts on Russia in He Qiutao’s works, see 

Di Toro 2004, p. 103 ff. and Di Toro 2012, p. 146 ff. 
139 Quoted in Cai Hongsheng 2006, p. 1. Numerous studies are devoted to these institutions 

linked to the Russian presence in China and in particular to the Russian Spiritual Mission. For 

the origins of the Eluosi guan (Russian hostel) we should go back to 1685, when a group of 

Russian prisoners caught in the destruction of Albazin fort arrived in Beijing and Kangxi 

Emperor bestowed on them a temple to be used as a church for their spiritual needs. The 

Eluosi xue (The Russian School [of Chinese and Manchu]) was established after the 

conclusion of the Kjachta Treaty, in order to prepare interpreters for the diplomatic 

intercourse between the two countries. See Tikhvinskij and Mjasnikov (eds.) 1997, Cai 

Hongsheng 2006 and Di Toro 2012, part 1, Chapters 2 and 3. He Qiutao devotes two sections 

of Shuofang Beisheng to the two institutions. 
140 The former in Beijiao Huibian; the latter in Shuofang Beisheng. 
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Eastern European empire. The Russians, like other Europeans, tended often to 

consider China as a model, both in a positive and in a negative sense. Thus, the 

debate on China was in Russia constantly present among the intellectual milieux, 

whereas in China the Russian issue emerged relatively late and was restricted to 

very limited circles of literati interested in foreign things.
141

 As stressed by 

Samojlov, in the 18
th

 century the mutual interest of the two countries was rather 

unbalanced: while Russia always looked with interest and curiosity to China, the 

Middle Kingdom showed a certain indifference towards her neighbour, 

excluding the specialists or diplomats discussed above.
142

 The situation 

gradually changed until, at the beginning of the 20
th
 century, the Chinese 

reformers began to turn towards Russia to find inspiration for their political 

quests. One of the moments in which the influence of Russian ideas was more 

intense is represented by the years following the Revolution of 1905-1907, that 

played a major role “in the making of the national self-consciousness of the 

Asian peoples”.
143

 Despite these differences, Russia also owes its 

representations of China both to direct and indirect sources, represented by 

accounts produced by Russian authors and by the narratives deriving from 

Western Europe.  

The Russian intellectuals began to show an interest towards Chinese culture 

starting from the middle of the 18
th

 century, especially through the medium of 

France. The fashion of chinoiserie (kitajščina) spread also in Russia, influencing 

many aspects of the daily life, from the use of chinaware to the fashion of 

Chinese gardens and architecture, from theatrical dramas with Chinese setting to 

political debates.
144

 The Celestial Empire fascinated even the sovereign 

Catherine II, and was one of the central subjects of her correspondence with 

Voltaire, albeit, as noticed by B. Maggs, the empress did not have an attitude of 

“unalloyed admiration” towards China, having to deal also with the political 

reality of the relations with the powerful neighbour.
145

 Together with these 

representations, as we have seen above (Infra, Par. 1), already in the late 17
th

 

century, Russia began to have its own accounts on China, written by diplomats 

sent to the Celestial Empire.
146

 

                                                        
141 On the debate on China in Russian literary circles, see Maggs 1984, Lukin 2003 p. 11 ff. 

and Samojlov 2014, p. 232 ff. On China as a negative model among the Russian Westernizers, 

see Lukin 2003, p. 16 ff. 
142 Samojlov 2014, p. 24 ff.  
143 Ibid., p. 274. 
144 See Skačkov 1977, p. 66 and ff. Barbara W. Maggs devoted a thorough analysis to the 

development of the image of China in 18th century Russian literature (Maggs 1984). For 

recent studies and a rich bibliography on this particular period of the evolution of the Russian 

image of China, see Samojlov 2014, Chapter 2. 
145 Maggs 1984, p. 108 ff. On Catherine II and China see also Lukin 2003, p. 11 ff. 
146 The first account written by a Russian envoy is the one by Ivan Petlin (in China in 1618), 

that was published in Russia only in the 19th century. The second Russian account on China 

was available to Russian readers in 1788; it was Fedor I. Bajkov’s “Putešestvie rossijskogo 

poslannika Fedora Isakoviča Bajkov v Kitae, 7162 [1654] goda junja 25 dnja” (Journey of the 
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The Russian accounts were usually quite realistic and often critical towards 

certain features of the Chinese world (especially in describing the sinocentric 

vision of the foreign relations), but showed also admiration towards some 

particular aspects of its civilization, especially the technological achievements. 

The large public in Russia, however, preferred the French idealistic 

representation of China, although also the hypercritical English accounts had a 

certain success.
147

 Thus, the two contrasting images of China, the utopistic one 

sustained by the French philosophes, and the disenchanted one deriving from the 

English world, images that were perceived in Western Europe as an evolution 

from sinomania to sinofobia, reached Russia at the same time.
148

 When the 

members of the Russian Spiritual Mission in Beijing began to actively 

participate in the cultural debate in Russia, the formation of the image of China 

in Russia already had a complex history. In the following pages, I would like to 

discuss just a few aspects of the contribution given in this particular context by 

the most influential figure among the early Russian sinologists, Iakinf Bičurin 

(1777-1853).
149

 

Bičurin was the archimandrite leading the Ninth Russian Spiritual Mission; 

he stayed from 1808 to 1820 in Beijing, where he fully immersed himself in 

intense sinological studies. Back in Russia, he was accused of having neglected 

his duties while in China and went through an extremely difficult period that 

culminated in the exile in the Valaam Monastery. After his release, he was 

admitted to the Asiatic Department in Petersburg, where he could devote himself 

to sinological research. In the meantime, he became quite a popular figure in the 

literary salons of the capital and began to publish articles and essays in the most 

popular literary reviews of the time.
150

 

                                                                                                                                  
Russian envoy Fedor Isakovič Bajkov to China, 25 June 1654), published in Drevnaja 

Rossijskaja Bibliofika, No. 4 (1788), pp. 120-124. Another important early travel narrative, by 

Nikolaj Spafarij (in China in 1675), was published only in 1910, but the text widely circulated 

in manuscript form starting from the end of the 18th century (Lukin 2003, pp. 37-39). The 

Russian readers could also have access to the accounts of foreigners serving the Tsar as 

diplomats, as Everard Ysbrants Ides’ journal on the embassy of 1692-95 and those of Lorents 

Lange and John Bell on the embassy of 1720-21. On this production, see Maggs 1984, p. 62 

and ff.; Lukin 2003, p. 8 and ff. 
147 For example, the Russian translation (1762-64) of Daniel Defoe’s The Farther Adventures 

of Robinson Crusoe (Maggs 1984, pp. 103-104), a book showing an overt hostility towards 

China, probably reflecting the growing dissatisfaction of British merchants and government 

towards the Chinese autarchic attitude. 
148 See also Lukin 2003, p. 13. The question is thoroughly analysed in Maggs 1984. 
149 The most outsanding Russian sinologists before Bičurin were Illarion Rossokhin (1717- 

1761) and Aleksej Leont’ev (1716-1786), who were also the first teachers of Chinese and 

Manchu in Russia. For their contribution to the diffusion of knowledge on China in Russia, 

see Skačkov 1977 (p. 41 ff. and 66 ff.) and Maggs 1984, Chapter 5; for an outline of the role 

of the Russian Spiritual Mission in the formation of the image of China in Russia, see 

Samojlov 2014, p. 140 ff. 
150 On Bičurin’s biography and scientific production, see Skačkov 1977, Chapter 3. On the 

contacts between Bičurin and the most important Russian intellectuals of his time, see 
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An example of the interaction of the Russian sinologist with the 

contemporary intellectual life and of the particular image of China Bičurin 

conveyed, is offered by his translation of Sanzi Jing 三字經 (Three Character 

Classic), realized in 1829. The Chinese character primer had already aroused 

much interest among Russian early sinologists: Bičurin’s version had been 

preceded by two other Russian renditions, by Illarion K. Rossokhin and Aleksej 

Leont’ev.
151

 This last version, the only published one of the two, had mainly a 

didactical purpose (the primer was used by the two sinologists in their classes of 

Chinese), but it received also a certain attention among the Russian intellectual 

circles.
152

 Actually, one of the themes that had gained popularity in the Russian 

debate on China was the representation of Chinese wisdom. A great number of 

publications linked to the image of the Chinese sage appeared in those years, 

and Leont’ev’s translation was one of the few texts on the subject translated 

directly from the original.
153

  

Although there were already two Russian translations of the Three Character 

Classic, nonetheless Father Iakinf felt the need to offer to the Russian readers a 

new version.
154

 The 1829 edition was supplied with the lithography of the 

Chinese text that, besides being an utmost useful tool for the learners, gave the 

book also an extraordinary aestethic appeal.
155

 The new version was intended for 

                                                                                                                                  
Alekseev 1937. In the opinion of V. S. Mjasnikov (2015), Bičurin is the pioneer of cultural 

comparativism of Russian Oriental studies, with his work Kitaj v graždanskom i 

nravstvennom sostojanii (China in its civil and moral essence, 1848). 
151 Rossokhin’s version, Trislovnoe nravoučenie (Moral Teaching in Series of Three, 1745 

ca.), remained in manuscript form. The first translation to be published was the one by 

Leont’ev: Bukvar’ kitajskoj sostajaeščej iz dvukh kitajskikh knižek, služit u kitajcev dlja 

načal’nago obučenija maloletnykh detej osnovaniem (A Chinese Primer, consisting of two 

Chinese booklets, which serves among the Chinese as a basis for the primary education of 

young children), Saint Petersburg, 1779. In the opinion of Cai Hongsheng, the Sanzi Jing in 

Russia was far more influential than in other European countries (Cai 2006, p. 94 ff.): the first 

English version was made by Morrison in 1812 (Horæ sinicæ: translations from the 

popularliterature of the Chinese, London: Black and Parry) and the first French one by 

Stanislas Julien in 1873 (San-tseu-king: le livre de phrases de trois mots en chinois et en 

français, suivi d’un grand commentaire traduit du chinois et d'un petit dictionnaire chinois-

français du San- tseu-king et du Livre des mille mots par Stanislas Julien; deux traductions 

du San-tseu-king et de son commentaire, résponse à un article de la Revue critique [...] par le 

Marquis d’Hervey de Saint-Denys, Genève, H. Georg). 
152 Barbara W. Maggs quotes an interesting anonymous review on Bukvar’ kitajskoj published 

on the Sanktpeterburgskij vestnik (No. 6, 1780, pp. 369-372); see Maggs 1984, p. 99. On the 

schools of Chinese in Russia, see Di Toro 2008. 
153 The frontispiece of the book reads: “Translated from Chinese and Manchu in Russian 

prose” (Leont’ev, Bukvar’ kitajskoj). On the publications concerning the theme of Chinese 

wisdom, see Maggs 1984, p. 82 ff. 
154 In order to understand the reasons of his choice, I have elsewhere realized a comparative 

analysis of the two printed versions, respectively by Leont’ev and Bičurin; see Di Toro 2016.  
155  The Chinese types were realised by Baron Pavel L. Schilling (1786-1837) and were 

acknowledged by the contemporary sinologists (for example, R. Morrison, quoted in Skačkov 

1977, p. 104) as the most beautiful ones to be produced outside China.  
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a public of specialists, but also for cultivated persons interested in Chinese 

culture, as can be noticed by reading the Introduction and the extensive notes 

Bičurin added to the translation. It should not be neglected also the fact that in 

the first decades of the 19
th
 century a lively debate on education was taking 

place in Russia: the new version of the Chinese pedagogical Classic was a 

contribution to this discussion, as can be noticed from some observations of the 

translator.
156

  

The importance of the text, and its particular meaning for European readers, 

is underlined in one of the Notes to the translation: 

 
Sanzi Jing word by word means: ‘Sacred book [composed] of three ideograms’, for 

in the texts of this little book each verse consists of three ideograms or characters. 

[…] In this little book are set forth all the philosophical reflections of the Chinese 

[accompained] with the explanation of the concepts and expressions [that are strange] 

for a European: a reason why it can serve among us as a guide for the reading of 

translations from the Chinese language.
157

 

 

An element that strikes in Bičurin’s words is the deep consciousness of the 

peculiarity of the Chinese philosophical concepts and the implicit warning, 

addressed to the translators, of the importance to follow a rigorous methodology 

in approaching these themes.  

From a detailed observation of the differences between the two translations 

by Leont’ev and Bičurin, we can notice in the latter a particular attention 

towards the stylistic issue. In the 1829 text, the Russian sinologist makes an 

effort to reproduce the three-word pattern of the original. Leont’ev had also 

made the same effort, but his language lacked in elegance, albeit maintaining an 

engaging simplicity. Father Iakinf’s text, on the contrary, reveals the constant 

search of an ornate language. In the Preface to his Troeslovie, the sinologist 

defines the Sanzi Jing a ‘sacred book’, acknowledging to this text an utmost 

elevated status.
158

 In my opinion, Bičurin felt the need to offer a more elegant 

version to reflect the high status of the book, but also, probably, because the 

Russian public in the meantime was already used to a production of belletristic 

literature in esotic and Chinese style.
159

 Finally, we can observe a particular 

attention in rendering moral concepts or philosophical terms. Father Iakinf tries 

to avoid words with a precise Christian connotation, as in the choice of 

prostupok (“fault”) in Bičurin, in alternative to grekh (“sin”) in Leont’ev, for the 

                                                        
156 In the Preface Bičurin observes: “Sanzi Jing is a brief Encyclopaedia for children [...]; it 

sets forth [...] the means of education of youth, the graduality [in arriving] at higher 

achievements, the refined rules worthy of following, the commandable examples worthy of 

imitation”. (Predislovie, p. i). On the education policies of Alexander I (r. 1801-1825) and of 

Nicholas I (r. 1825-1855), see Di Toro 2016.  
157 Bičurin 1829, Predislovie (Preface), pp. i-ii. 
158 Ibid., p. i. 
159 On the diffusion of this literature, see Maggs 1984. 
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Chinese guo 過.
160

 Moreover, in rendering the philosophical terms, he tries to 

use an equivalents that did not need further explanations, as in the choice of 

Dejatel’ (“Actor”) to render cai 才 (“power”).
161

 

Bičurin’s translation of the main Classic of the Chinese pedagogical tradition 

reveals the effort not to reduce the concepts of the Chinese philosophical 

tradition into European categories.
162

 This attitude of respect towards a 

philosophical and moral system remote from the Christian one, contributed to 

the transmission of a positive image of China in Russia: the translation actually 

had a certain diffusion among the intellectual circles of the time.
163

 Unlike the 

one mediated through the French world, the image presented by the members of 

the Russian Mission had a solid scientific consistency, and did not represent the 

result of an ideological construction. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

With the present study, I hope to have been able to offer a general survey, albeit 

not in the least complete, of the book by Nikolaj Samojlov, discussing just some 

of the questions inspired by the intriguing perspective offered by the Russian 

sinologist. The book actually represents not only an excellent source of 

information, but also an incentive for further research, introducing new visions 

on the long history of the inter-relation between Russia and China.  

 

 

 

Bibliography 
 

 

Primary sources in Chinese 
 

Bahong Yishi 八紘譯史  [Translated History from the Remote Boundaries] [preface 

1683], by Lu Ciyun 陸次雲, in Ma Junliang 馬俊良 ed., Longwei Mishu Jiuji 龍威秘

書九集 [The Secret Book of Longwei], 9 Vols., 1795. 

                                                        
160 In the verses ‘養不教/父之過’ (To feed without teaching/ It is the father’s fault); the last 

verse is translated as ‘Est’ grekh ego roditelja’ (‘It is his parent’s sin’), by Leont’ev, and as 

‘Est’ prostupok otca’ (‘It is the father’s fault’), by Bičurin. 
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Quotidiana e Immaginario, Vol. I: L’impero Cinese e il Resto del Mondo, Roma: 

Aracne. 

Scarpari Maurizio (2013) “Verso l’Impero: dagli Stati Combattenti all’Unificazione”, in 

T. Lippiello and M. Scarpari eds., La Cina, Vol I**. Dall’Età del Bronzo all’Impero 
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Previato, Tommaso. Moving Across Borders in China. 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to the Study of Cultural Diversity 

in Marginal Areas, Ariccia: Aracne Editrice, 2016.  

Review by Daniele Brombal (Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, 

Turin World Affairs Institute).  
 
This work offers a refreshing contribution to the study of cultural borders and 

identities of China’s peripheries, spanning from the remote highlands of Inner 

Asia to the very heart of Western cities, home to Chinese-born communities. 

The volume is an empirically rich and thought-provoking collection of works, 

blending diverse disciplinary traditions in an analytically coherent fashion. In 

spite of their different approaches, authors consistently put geographical, 

cultural, theoretical, methodological, and political borderlands at the center of 

their reflection. The main thread of the volume is a successful attempt to 

challenge dominant narratives about the culture(s), identity(ies) and history(ies) 

of China’s marginal areas, to a large extent still perceived by Westerners and 

Chinese alike as lying at the margins of ‘civilization’. The chapters by 

Cappelletti and Previato (pp. 57-76; 77-94) in particular, focusing on China’s 

West and North-West, are a stark reminder of the fact that cultural identities are 

in motion, constantly redefined through space and time, a by-product of the 

complex interplay between what are commonly perceived as the ‘centers’ (of 

political, economic, and cultural power) and ‘peripheries’. Perhaps more 

importantly, findings introduced in the book show that continuities, and not 

merely ruptures, can explain the variability and interactions “within cultural, 

social, religious, class and ethnic boundaries” (Previato, p. 203).  

The urge to focus on complexity, continuity, and inner diversity is by no 

means confined to remote areas of Inner Asia: as shown by Francesco Vietti, Hu 

Feng-Mei, and Katarina Čavojská in their chapters on Chinese migration (pp. 

117-136; 137-154), the necessity to defy dichotomous and stereotypical 

definitions of ethnic and cultural categories applies to contemporary Western 

societies as well. There, cultural boundaries, far from being static lines drawn on 

a map, are reshaped by the connections migrants establish with host 

communities and the active role these newcomers can play in a constantly 

developing society. As a matter of fact, groups perceived by dominant cultures 

as marginal can play out as a locus for innovation: this has often occurred in 

the history of human societies and China makes no exception. In his chapter on 

the Buddhism in the Jin Dinasty (pp. 33-56), Han Lin explores the value of the 

rule of Jurchen, originally a semi-nomadic people depicted in traditional 

Chinese historiography as ‘barbarians’, in facilitating the introduction of Chan 

Buddhism in China. By conceptualizing the border as an entity lying ‘in-

between’, rather than ‘far away’, the book reaffirms the importance of 

borderlands in nurturing change. On this note, Maxim Mikhalev (pp. 189-200) 

brings the confrontation among different perceptions of borderlands on the 
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terrain of spirituality. He claims that, rather than ‘wild’ and ‘menacing entities’ 

– as traditionally depicted by Chinese scholarly tradition – borderlands of Inner 

Asia should be seen as “spiritually advanced areas” (Mikhalev, p. 189), from 

which industrially and technologically developed societies could learn in terms 

of religious and socio-cultural syncretism. In portraying the semi-nomadic 

populations of the Altai and Pamir regions as depositary of a peculiar 

knowledge, Mikhalev’s work resonates with debates valuing the contribution of 

traditional knowledge to the re-appreciation of ethical values in contemporary 

societies, manifest for instance in a rejuvenated human-nature nexus. After all, 

long before the Western introduction of a coherent conceptualization of 

sustainability, it was yet another ‘marginal’ country (Bhutan, in the Himalayas) 

to introduce an alternative measure of growth challenging predominant models 

in the West, i.e. the so-called Gross National Happiness index (1972).  

The capacity of this new volume to interrogate bundles characterizing 

contemporary societies at large – departing from, while moving beyond, the 

Chinese context – is a result of a successful integration of different 

methodological perspectives, most notably drawn from anthropology and 

sociology, as well as from the utilization of complementary documentary 

sources (including a brilliant photo-ethnographic work shot between China and 

Egypt by Giulia Marchi, pp. 95-116). This hybridization is much welcome, 

particularly with respect to the field of Chinese Studies, whereby scholars are 

often trapped between the incentive of entrenching themselves behind the secure 

boundaries of linguistic and classical studies (or, to a lesser extent, political 

sciences), and the positivistic temptation of experimenting with methods and 

tools produced and applied by other disciplines. While organized conceptually 

and thematically around the porous nature of borders, the volume edited by Dr. 

Previato contributes to the on-going debate on the re-definition of 

methodological boundaries of Chinese Studies. In his conclusive remarks (pp. 

201-224), the curator explains the logic behind the volume by stating that,  

 
[the authors’] concern with ‘boundaries’ includes, after all, the possibility of 

‘bridging’ those disagreements that are rooted in scholarly differences, through the 

advancement of new interdisciplinary paradigms that [...] optimizes the methods of 

analysis and outcomes reached. (Previato, p. 206) 

 

Previato’s one is by no means a naïve proposition: in fact, it is both bold in 

pushing forward for experimentation, and deeply rooted in the early scholarly 

tradition of Asian studies. It fundamentally entrusts those scholars who devote 

their life to the study of China to handpick and experiment themselves with the 

best resources, skills, and knowledge that can be brought into play to explore the 

social phenomena constituting their subject of study. An endeavor which should 

be carried out with scarce regard to disciplinary pedigrees, but rather focusing 

on the relevance, rigor, consistency, and feasibility of methods of inquiry. 

Indeed this spirit (albeit tainted with racial prejudice and political, confessional, 
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and economic interests) would imbue also the early scholars of the field of 

Oriental Studies, born in a time where demarcations between different 

disciplines of knowledge were much less coercive than nowadays.  

The author of this short review hopes that in the near future more scholars in 

the field of Chinese Studies will take upon themselves the challenge so 

constructively interpreted by the authors of this book, through a sustained 

cultural, social, and civic engagement in issues that strain the life of today’s 

China. A first testing ground (suggested by the same curator of the volume) 

could be the study of the One-Belt-One-Road (OBOR) initiative. Indeed, with 

its focus on connectivity, infrastructural investments, and economic 

development, the OBOR is destined to reshape and redefine the way borders are 

seen and perceived in Eurasia, and to have long-lasting socio-cultural effects on 

areas so far relatively insulated from Western bred models of industrial and 

economic development. Understanding and monitoring its consequences is 

certainly going to be a challenge calling for a long term, collaborative, and 

interdisciplinary effort engaging China Studies scholars. 

 

 

 

 

 

Pierson, Stacey. From Object to Concept: Global Consumption 

and the Transformation of Ming Porcelain. Hong Kong: Hong 

Kong University Press, 2014. ISBN 9789888139835. xv + 169 

pp. $ 50.00 (Cloth).1 

Review by Hang Lin 林航 (Hangzhou Normal University) 
 

The Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) marks a pivotal era in the history of Chinese 

porcelain, as it witnessed not only an extraordinary period of innovation in 

ceramic manufacture but also an unprecedented scale of porcelains exported to 

the world. By the late 16
th
 and early 17

th
 centuries, Ming porcelains were 

imported into Southeast Asia, Middle East, and Europe, spurring an energetic 

exchange of technology, shapes, and designs that remains unparalleled in world 

history. In their new homes, many Ming porcelains were physically transformed 

into different objects or even visual imaginary. More remarkably, there was also 

a conceptual transformation of Ming porcelain from objects into the literary and 

colloquial realm, such as labeling an object of antiquity or high value as “the 

Ming vase”. 

Many excellent studies of Ming porcelains have treated them as individual 

objects and recently there is also a trend to use these ceramics as data for 

examining worldwide commodity exchanges. Yet little has been said about what 

                                                 
1 The reviewer thanks www.newbooks.asia for providing a review copy. 
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how these ceramics were consumed outside China and how this movement 

across cultures has “an impact on their reception, appropriation, and most 

importantly, interpretation” (p. 3). Moving away from the conventional 

hierarchies and methodologies of art history and archaeology, Stacey Pierson 

delves into cultural anthropology and sociology to explore the impact of other 

cultures and human agency on Ming porcelain, trying to identify their different 

identities across time and place. The various concepts and identities associated 

with Ming porcelain, as Pierson persuasively demonstrates, are combined results 

of the consumption and reception of porcelain objects and they are closely 

related with geographical and cultural location. 

In her effort to unveil the processes of object identity transformation of the 

Ming porcelain, Pierson builds her narrative in a broadly chronological but 

categorical structure. Chapter one situates porcelain in the wider context of 

Ming economics and culture to discuss various characteristics of manufacture 

and technology of Ming ceramics. Instead of focusing exclusively on individual 

porcelains, she offers a brief yet succinct overview of the general themes related 

to porcelain production in the culture of Ming China. Through an extensive 

analysis of producing techniques as well as decorative designs and forms of 

surviving Ming porcelains, Pierson cogently argues that in terms of use value 

porcelain “had greater value than more precious materials in the Ming” because 

it was a material that “defined, reflected and supported multiple aspects of life 

and death in Ming China” (p. 20). Although Ming ceramics are highly valued 

today and are categorized as works of fine art, porcelains were “not widely 

admired but were desired and used for multiple functions, including ceremonial 

ones” during the Ming period itself (p. 30). The following chapter turns to the 

so-called “Chinese export porcelain” – ceramics designed and produced for 

export trade – to illustrate how the movement of Ming ceramics around the 

world led to their forms of consumptions and conceptions different from those 

inside China. Based on an examination of the mechanics and consequences of 

the porcelain trade in a selection of foreign consumer cultures during the Ming, 

Pierson concentrates on the impact that foreign consumers have casted on the 

Ming porcelain itself. She reveals that not only the patterns of consumption of 

Ming porcelain but also their receptions and interpretations differ significantly 

between cultures and locations. Ming ceramics, as the characteristics of the large 

body of such “export wares” show, were “both Chinese material culture and 

objects of foreign cultures at the same time” (p. 31). 

After a short discussion of the physical form of transfer consumption 

between cultures, chapter three focuses on the conceptual form to explicate how 

the extensive global consumption of Ming porcelain transcended materiality in 

the subsequent Qing period (1644-1911) to become a figure of speech in the 

English language. Offering a comprehensive study of the origin of the phrase 

“the Ming vase”, now standing for delicacy, preciousness, and antique, Pierson 

takes it as evidence of “the continuing objectification of China in English 

cultural discourse” (p. 58) and believes that the transformation of such a foreign 
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object into an English-language device is “a stage in the revolution of a type of 

pre-modern Chinese object from physical, tangible thing to an intangible but 

meaningful concept” (p. 59). In the second half of the 20
th
 century, “the Ming 

vase” also became a popular visual and design motif, appearing often in comic 

fictions, films scenes, and interior design and art magazines. “The Ming vase”, 
now both a visual cliché and a popular figure in speech, exists alongside actual 

vases which have been handed down from the Ming and have “an impact on the 

cultures of both China and foreign consumer nations” (p. 80). The final chapter 

is devoted to the process of how Ming porcelain transformed into a category of 

art through the mechanism of collecting. By recounting the conceptional 

transformation of Ming porcelain and its development as a category of Chinese 

art in Britain and the USA since the 19
th
 century, Pierson displays that 

collectors, exhibitions and scholarly publications, and a commercial art market 

together shaped Ming porcelain as an important category of expensive and non-

functional objects. 

Written by an established art historian, the book will not disappoint readers 

interested in detailed object studies and 41 full color illustrations invigorate the 

joy of reading this meticulously studied and elegantly written book. The main 

aim of the book, however, goes beyond that as it strives to explore the “social 

lives” and “cultural lives” of actual objects. The author forcefully argues that 

“an object can be transformed physically as well as conceptually” and the 

processes of this transformation can “reveal much about the societies in which 

the changes take place” (p. 3). The trajectory of how Ming porcelain has been 

transformed from a simple Chinese object into a global symbol and cultural icon 

of the present day is both heuristic and inspiring, and one may expect more 

future studies on other objects such as jade, lacquer wares, and textiles. All of 

them are conceived as objects of traditional Chinese art and global consumption 

has exerted vast impact on them in shaping and transforming their identities. 

Although the book is quite recent, some updates of information shall still be 

made. For instance, the vase from the early Ming sold by Christies Hong Kong 

no longer holds the record for the most expensive Ming ceramic (p. 82), as a 

plum vase from mid-Ming was sold for 21.7 million USD by Sotheby’s Hong 

Kong in 2011 and the bar was raised again to 30.6 million USD when a chicken 

cup from the Chenghua reign-period (1465-1487) was sold by Sotheby’s Hong 

Kong in 2014. But this should by no means diminish the exceptional virtue of 

this book as being comprehensive in scope and illuminating in many aspects. It 

is without doubt that From Object to Concept: Global Consumption and the 

Transformation of Ming Porcelain is bound to appeal to readers from diverse 

fields of not only art history and archaeology, but also cultural anthropology, 

sociology, as well as ethnography and cross-cultural studies. 
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Ten-Doesschate Chu, Petra and Ding, Ning, eds. Qing 

Encounters: Artistic Exchanges between China and the West. 

Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015. ISBN 978-

1606064573, 320 pp. $55.00. 

Review by Marco Meccarelli (Catania University) 
 

Qing Encounters: Artistic Exchanges between China and the West is a collection 

of sixteen essays which go back to the symposium organized in Beijing under 

the sponsorship of the Getty Foundation in the year 2012. The symposium’s 

goals were to gather an array of international scholars to identify the encounter 

between China and the West during the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) from both 

cultural and theoretical points of view. This book, edited by Professor Petra Ten-

Doesschate Chu from Seton Hall University and Professor Ning Ding from 

Peking University, is especially focused on the 18
th
- and early 19

th
-century 

encounters between China and Europe from both Eastern and Western 

perspectives. Every essay demonstrates that the exchange of images, artifacts, 

plants, and botanical knowledge played a key role in the development of the 

visions of both cultures and their different imaginative conceptions of society. 

Europeans saw images of China in illustrated books, as well as in Chinese 

paintings, woodblock prints, porcelains, lacquer ware, silks, and other forms of 

decorative art that were sent to Europe and avidly collected from the 17
th

 until 

the 19
th
 century. The Chinese primarily saw collections of engravings, as well as 

various forms of decorative art, such as tapestries, textiles, and clocks, that were 

exported from Europe to the Qing Court.  

Western appreciation for Chinese art and objects quickly intensified and 

Chinese-influenced styles entered the lexicon of Western artistic expression.
2
 

Around the same time, exposure to Western culture exerted an undue influence 

on some Chinese artists, elites, and audiences. The results of these cultural 

exchanges are extensively chronicled in the volume. In many respect, all the 

essays in this collection have focused on counterpointed and hybridized Eastern 

and Western artistic styles and traditions to produce a culturally syncretic art, 

contrasting the Chinese européenerie or euroiserie
3   

(the impact of Western 

                                                 
2 In Europe Chinoiserie gained its momentum in the mid-18th century, where it influenced 

some of the most delightful and beautiful artistic productions of the period, and was 

increasingly absorbed, above all, in the whimsical taste of the Rococo. Loosely based on a 

highly generalized knowledge of the “Orient” and a European fantasy of Cathay, the forms 

were pure invention and often eclectic in their combination. See Milan 2011, pp. 79-80. 
3 Européenerie was coined by George N. Kates in 1952 and was used by other authors. Kates 

1952. Euroiserie was coined by Jonathan Hay in 1996: “A partire dalla fine del XVII secolo, 

lo stile sino-europeo che legava Canton alla corte divenne un equivalente cinese della 

cineseria, un’europeria potremmo dire”. Hay 1996, p. 543. It was associated with the term 

xiyang 西洋(“Western oceans”) as, for example, xiyang jinhuazhi 西洋金花紙 , namely 

“Western papers with gold designs”. See Gugong Bowuyuan 2005, p. 801. Chinese 
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ways of representation and expression in China) and the European chinoiserie
4
 

(the European interpretation and imitation of Chinese and East Asian artistic 

traditions). 

In the foreword, Professor Jonathan Hay from New York University argues 

that three points of the volume are especially relevant. First, “the modernity of 

18
th

-century Qing China was partial, though no more so than Europe’s” (p. IX). 

Second, the modernity of 18
th

-century Qing could be considered as “early 

modern”, because the basis for it does not axially break with the past. Third, 

how we have to consider the fact that Europeans conceived their own present 

from the vantage point of an imagined future that could be influenced, planned 

for, and potentially be known, at least partially.  

In the context of this book, I argue that the relevant purpose is to provide an 

explanation of the inception of “hybrid spaces” and “hybrid styles” in both 

cultures, Chinese and Western. This perspective is not only valid but also, 

increasingly, the necessary starting point for evaluating such hybrid system of 

taste within a global context. This strong close-to-the-ground perspective is 

presented by scholars based in leading universities and research institutions, 

both inside and outside China. Interpreting the hybrid system can be like 

evaluating a work of literature in translation. Much of the form and narrative 

content can be understood, but certain “words” and concepts may not be readily 

translatable. It is particularly true when the translator has to deal with words in 

“contact language”, which is used in a multicultural context. It is interesting to 

note that the hybrid system of taste has more or less the same socio-historical-

cultural complexity of a so-called contact language.
5
 In this regard, it must be 

stressed that these hybrid systems incorporated a performative dimension as well 

“in a calculatedly exotic manner, of the distant Other” (p. X).
6
 Européenerie was 

essentially a Qing Court phenomenon, while on the contrary chinoiserie was an 

international European style, but in both Europe and China these hybrid systems 

interacted with a larger universe of other systems of taste to create artifacts that 

were even more “creatively heterogeneous”. 

                                                                                                                   
Occidenterie also deserves to be mentioned. According to the scholar Kristina Kleutghen, 

Chinese Occidenterie employed elements connoting the West, thereby acquiring their foreign 

or exoticizing auras, reflecting the empire-wide complexity of this phenomenon more 

accurately. Kleutghen 2014, pp. 117-135. 
4 First appearing in the 17th century, this trend was popularized in the 18th century due to the 

rise in trade with China and East Asia. See Beevers 2009, p. 19. 
5 “A contact language is a language that arises as a direct result of language contact and that 

comprises linguistic material which cannot be traced back primarily to a single source 

language. [...] Contact languages do not belong to any language family: by definition, their 

genesis was not a matter of descent with modification from a single parent”. Thomason 1997, 

p. 3. 
6 Jonathan Hay argues that the role of exoticism was “a mechanism regulating the fear and 

desire associated with awareness of the foreign (fear of difference, desire to know)”. Hay 

1999, p. 6. 
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Also significantly different is the way in which the 18
th

- and early 19
th

-

century encounters between China and Europe are examined and discussed. The 

various essays represent an intercultural effort to unravel the Chinese experience 

and provide alternative explanations of this complex phenomenon. 

The essays in this volume are collected into four broad categories. The theme 

of the first group is “Collection and Display”, and includes four contributions. 

The first, “Hybrid Spaces of Encounters in the Qing Era”, written by 

Christensen Fund Professor Richard Vinograd from Stanford University, 

analyzes the ongoing, reciprocal fashioning of hybrid spaces in which 

exchanged objects were staged (palaces, bourgeois interiors, etc.). These objects 

functioned as “trans-portals”, namely “portable and transportable objects whose 

materiality becomes a site of cultural encounter, and which bear pictorial portals 

that open up to scenes of cultural difference” (p. 19). The contribution “Frame 

of Appropriation, Foreign Artifacts on Display in Early Modern Europe” written 

by scholar Anna Grasskamp, shows that the European mounting or framing 

(parergon, by-work) of Chinese porcelain, and the Chinese staging (tai 臺, 

platform) of Western astronomical instruments exemplify different modes of 

integration of foreign visual media within culturally defined systems of display. 

The essay “Global Circulations, Local Transformations. Objects and Cultural 

Encounter in the Eighteenth Century”, written by professor Kristel Smentek 

from Massachusetts Institute of Technology, proposes that “the transformation 

of Asian imports is a form of cultural translation, a negotiation of difference 

rather than a denigration or subjugation of it” (p. 44). The last essay of this first 

group is “Encountering Magnificence. European Silks at the Qing Court during 

the Eighteenth Century” by scholar Mei Mei Rado. European silks, she argues, 

were integrated into the Qing imperial rituals, becoming an indispensable 

component of the emperor’s image and, by extension, the reach of his authority 

across geographic boundaries, as well as the magnificence of the Qing monarch 

to viewers.  

The theme of the second group of essays is “Knowledge and Information 

Exchange between China and the West”. It deals with the role of visual culture 

in the process of information exchange. The essay “Henri Bertin and the 

Commerce in Images between France and China in the late Eighteenth Century”, 

written by independent scholar John Finlay, focuses on the circulation in France 

of pictures of China during the eighteenth century. “Vegetal Travel. Western 

European Plants in the Garden of the Emperor of China”, by architect Che-Bing 

Chiu from École National Supérieure d’Architecture de Paris La Villet, 

reconstructs the formal layout of the gardens, of the European trees, and of the 

plants that surrounded the European Pavilions of Yuanmingyuan or Garden of 

Perfect Clarity. The essay “Nineteenth-Century Canton Gardens and the East-

West Plant Trade”, written by professor Yuen Lai Winnie Chan from University 

of Hong Kong, analyzes the commercial trafficking of plants that took place in 

Guangzhou. Chief Curator at the Getty Research Institute, Marcia Reed, is the 

author of the “Imperial Impressions: the Qianlong Emperor’s Print Suites”. She 
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discusses how Chinese printmakers learned and adapted a picture-making 

technique developed for Western modes of representation into one suitable for 

Chinese-style image production. 

The theme of the third part is “Modes and Meanings of (Adopted) 

Techniques of Representation”. In his essay “Hatchings in the Void: Ritual and 

Order in Bishu Shanzhuang Shi and Matteo Ripa’s Views of Jehol”, the Director 

of the University of Exter, Yue Zhuang, demonstrates that the hatching, the 

clouds, the sunrays, and the visual order in Ripa’s engravings cannot be 

understood as a mere formal appropriation of European conventions. Instead it 

may be seen as a symbolic representation of an orderly Christian ideal world. In 

his essay “War and Empire: Images of Battle during the Qianlong Reign”, 

Professor Ya-chen Ma from National Tsing Hua University (Taiwan) argues that 

the representations of battle scenes in the engravings commemorating the 

Qianlong Emperor show a complex negotiation between Western and Chinese 

perspectives. This served the purpose of showing off the well-organized and 

disciplined martial splendor of the Qing Empire. The essay “From Science to 

Art: The Evolution of Linear Perspective in Eighteenth-Century Chinese Art” 

written by professor Kristina Kleutghen from Washington University in St. 

Louis, analyzes a small sample of the many extant perspectival prints and 

paintings that employ a central vanishing point within the picture plane. In his 

essay “Shadows in Chinese Art: An Intercultural Perspective” scholar Lihong 

Liu focuses on the complexity of the Chinese concept of ying (both “shadow” 

and “mirror image”). She suggests we should consider “shadow to be as much a 

cultural critical term as an artistic technique” (p. 208). The last part of the 

volume deals with “Chinoiserie, Européenerie, Hybridity”. Yeewan Konn is an 

associate professor at the University of Hong Kong and in her essay “Narrating 

the City: Pu Qua and the Depiction of Street Life in Canton” she takes a closer 

look at the export works of Chinese street types and of trades commissioned to 

produce pictures of China for the European markets. Konn convincingly 

demonstrates that the Pu Qua images are made by Chinese artists working in a 

hybrid style, and there were multiple sources and stories for these prints. Greg 

M. Thomas is a professor at the University of Hong Kong and in his essay 

“Chinoiserie and Intercultural Dialogue at Brighton Pavilion” he demonstrates 

that “the interior décor of the Royal Pavilion appropriated Chinese and French 

elements and recombined them with English elements through processes of 

framing, juxtaposition, and hybridization into new forms creating new aesthetic 

sensations removed from European and Chinese origins” (p. 244). In her essay 

“Surface Contact. Decoration in the Chinese Taste”, Professor Stacey Sloboda 

from Southern Illinois University analyzes a number of British chinoiserie 

objects and room decors, focusing on their decorative style where repetition and 

emphasis on the surface creates a “context for imagining and negotiating 

cultural encounter” (p. 260). “Betwixt and Between. ‘Chinese Taste’ in Peter the 

Great’s Russia” is the last essay by Professor Jennifer Milan from University of 

Sydney. She describes chinoiserie under Peter I as a convergence of influences 
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and as a desire to map new forms and different meanings, which are very 

different from both Western and Eastern models. It is due to the fact that Russia 

is geographically located between China and the West, and not culturally 

aligned neither with China nor with the West. 

The 18
th

- and early 19
th

-century encounters advanced intercultural 

understanding by demonstrating appreciation for Chinese art, identifying 

cultural equivalencies, and creating an aesthetic framework in which mutual 

communication seemed possible. 
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