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Abstract

My dissertation takes the social and symbolic location of women— the inner chambers
[guige or gui] — as a point of departure to examine Ming-Qing women’s unique
approach to the writing of poetry. In Ming-Qing China, women continued to be assigned
to the inner, domestic sphere by Confucian social and gender norms. The inner chambers
were not only a physically and socially bounded space within which women were
supposed to live, but also a discursive site for the construction of femininity in both
ideological and literary discourses. The term gui embraces a nexus of meanings: the
material frame of the women’s chambers; a defining social boundary of women’s roles
and place; and a conventional topos evoking feminine beauty and pathos in literary
imagination. Working with the literary context of boudoir poetics, yet also considering
other indispensable levels of meanings epitomized in the cultural signifier guige, my
dissertation demonstrates how Ming-Qing women poets re-conceive the boudoir as a
distinctive textual territory encoded with their subjective perspectives and experiences.
Compared with the poetic convention, the boudoir as inscribed in Ming-Qing women’s
texts 1s far more complex as its depiction is informed by nuances in their historical, social
and individual experiences.
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Résumé

Ma thése prend le lieu social et symbolique de la femme— les chambres intérieures
[guige or gui] — comme point de départ pour étudier I’approche particuliére des femmes
Ming-Qing en mati¢re de composition poétique. Dans la Chine Ming-Qing, les femmes
continuerent d’€tre assignées a la sphére interne domestique par les normes sociales
confucéennes et les normes de genre. Les chambres intérieures n’étaient pas uniquement
des lieux physiquement et socialement délimités ou les femmes devaient vivre, mais ces
lieux constituaient également le site discursif de la construction de la féminité a travers
les discours idéologiques et littéraires. Le terme gui fait allusion a un ensemble de
significations reliées: les frontiéres matérielles des chambres des femmes, les limites du
rdle et du statut de la femme et le topos conventionnel évoquant la beauté et le pathos
dans I’imagination littéraire. Travaillant dans le contexte littéraire des boudoirs poétiques,
considérant également d’autres niveaux indispensables de signification tel que celui du
guige, ma thése montre comment les femmes poetes Ming-Qing ont, grice a leurs
perspectives et expériences subjectives, repensé le boudoir comme un territoire textuel
distinct. En comparaison avec la convention poétique, le boudoir en tant inscrit dans les
textes des femmes Ming-Qing est bien plus complexe puisque sa description est
imprégnée de nuances provenant de leurs expériences historiques, sociales et
individuelles. '

v



Introduction

The past decade has seen the emergence of exciting scholarship on women’s literary
practice in Late Imperial China (circa 1500-1900). Setting out to reconceptualize China’s
past from a women-centered point of view, social and literary historians have shown the
previously invisible and silenced female half of society to be an active cultural
community.’ Their achievements include the rediscovery of women’s writings and the
investigation of female-authored anthologies and canon formation. They have explored
the complexity of women’s entry into language and their literary voices. Their studies
demonstrate the fruitfulness of a women-centered approach to literary and historical
studies and call for further exploration of women’s distinctive contribution to literature.
However, for literary studies that take women’s writing as a critical category, there are
some difficult yet compelling questions which we still need to re/think in order to
understand better the complex subject we have been dealing with: How imperative and
how sustainable is it to maintain gender as a critical perspective in literary studies? What
are the important ways in which women participate in literary practice as a socially and
culturally determined group? To what extent should we recognize gender difference in
literature by women? By focusing on a poetic space in which women are both objects and

producers of meaning, namely the women’s chambers or the boudoir [guige FE & or gui
] represented in poetry, my dissertation aims to methodologically reflect on these

questions.

! Among the most active scholars in this area are social historians such as Dorothy Ko, Paul Ropp,
and Susan Mann, and literary scholars such as Kang-i Sun Chang, Grace S. Fong, Maureen Robertson, and
Ellen Widmer, whose major studies are listed in the bibliography.



I believe our understanding of Ming-Qing women’s intervention into literature
can be enriched by an examination of how women, through literary means, interacted
with their gender boundaries. Thus, my dissertation takes the social and symbolic space
of the inner chambers/sphere as a point of departure to study Ming-Qing women’s
approaches to the writing of poetry. In Ming-Qing China, women continued to be
assigned to the gui by Confucian social and gender norms. The inner chambers were not
only a physically and socially bounded location within which women were supposed to
live, but also engendered a discursive space for the construction of gender ideology and
femininity in both ideological and literary discourses. The assignment of the gui
influenced women’s life and culture profoundly. Social historians have shown the
complex ways in which women both depended on and negotiated with their gender
boundaries to cultivate a distinctive women’s culture.” Ming-Qing women’s interaction
with the symbolic order associated with the gui, however, has not yet been closely
examined on the level of textuality, though some literary historians have begun to map
out some important stages of women’s entry into poetic language.’ There are multiple
strata of social and cultural forces that shape the meaning of texts by women, but
women’s distinctive approach to the writing of poetry lies in the ways in which the

writing subject interacts with the socio-cultural domain to which she belongs.
Problematics and Objectives
The focus of my dissertation is Ming-Qing women’s poetic depiction of the boudoir, a

topical subgenre crossing both the shi and ci forms. The shi and ci genres had been

constructed within male social, political, and cultural practices long before women

? For example, see Ko, Teachers of the Inner Chambers and “Lady Scholars.”
? See Robertson, “Changing the Subject” and “Voicing the Feminine”; Fong, “Engendering the
Lyric.”



significantly entered into the field. The poetic treatment of women’s image and boudoir,
whether for aesthetic appreciation or political-erotic allegory, is one influential and far-
reaching literati tradition, beginning from early times up until the Qing period. It left
behind a vast repertory of vocabulary, imagery, themes, and motifs centered on women’s
image, emotional world, and life settings. Ming-Qing women writers must to a large
extent rely on the repertory of available representations to write about themselves. They
have also derived some textual positions and voices from the conventional boudoir
poetics. Speaking through recognized poetic conventions suggests that women writers
found an important channel through which they were connected to the literary past. As
Rita Felski suggests, we should not forget that women’s writing is also a literary form,
“the cultural and aesthetic significance of which is necessarily shaped by its relation to
existing literary traditions and conventions.”

Nonetheless, when assuming the place of writing subjects, Ming-Qing women
poets do not merely perpetuate the literary tradition, but more importantly they rewrite it
informed by their social and cultural experiences. The thematics and imageries of
conventional boudoir poetry are too narrow to serve their expressive needs. Furthermore,
the erotic tint that colours some literati versions makes it problematic for women to
simply reiterate previous articulations. As Grace S. Fong points out, to participate in
writing poetry, a woman not only has to learn already established conventions of the
genre, but also is expected to internalize moral propriety appropriate to her gender (of

course on the condition her act of writing is approved in the first place).’ Among

numerous poetic conventions that are subject to women’s reinscription, Robertson

* Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics 28.
3 Fong, “Engendering the Lyric”118-9.



observes, the ‘boudoir’ scenario underwent the most remarkable changes in the hands of
Ming-Qing women poets:
In the literati versions of the boudoir, women are alone and sad, or they
are entertaining or dreaming of men. Women writers reclaim the boudoir
as their own domestic space; although they sometimes write of their
loneliness within the household and of the absence of the men they love,
the majority of their poems show the boudoir as the “women’s
apartments,” a de-eroticized place of work, leisure, and companionship
with other women.”°
The literary historians Maureen Robertson and Grace S. Fong have offered
important theoretical insights into Ming-Qing women writers’ negotiation with
conventional poetics in the shi and ci genres.” Assuming that the shi and ci genres prior to
the interventions of women poets were coded with male interest and desire, both scholars
have generally explored how new feminine subjectivities and voices were produced in
Ming-Qing women’s writing through re-writing image codes, controlling the gaze, and
opening up new topical territories. Although the site of the boudoir is not the focus of
these scholars’ studies, it underlies their analysis as the ground of articulation so often in
women’s poetry. Taking the narrow scope of “the literati-feminine” represented by the
palace-style poetry in the six-century anthology Yutai xinyong £ 25k as a referential
frame, Robertson illustrates that one important change of the boudoir scenario effected by

women is the transformation of women as the object of the gaze (typical in literati

® Robertson, “Changing the Subject” 200.
7 Robertson, “Voicing the Feminine” and “Changing the Subject”; Fong, “Engendering the Lyric.”



versions) into the subject who now constitutes this gaze.® For Robertson, Another
significant way in which women poets reclaim the boudoir as “their own” as quoted
above is that they reconceive it as a space in which women enjoy everyday activities such
as sewing and writing.” Fong also examines women’s self-expression in relation to “the
history of the gaze in Chinese poetry” within the framework of women’s appropriation of
the gendered poetics particular to the ci genre. Through an analysis of “the emotional and
psychological immurement” expressed in some women’s lyrics (mostly from the late
imperial period), she illuminates how the image of the female persona confined in the
conventional space of the boudoir is transformed into a subjective voice expressive and
reflective of the confinement and isolation of the feminine space.'®

These pioneering studies identified Ming-Qing women poets’ important
achievements in transforming the poetic convention: First, the construction of new
feminine subjectivities that express women’s new interests, such as the voice of the
mother. Second, the opening up of new topical territories, establishing a wide range of
themes and motifs specific to women’s subjective experiences, such as the artistic
activities of writing and embroidering which are performed on a daily basis."' Third, in
offering fresh visions of the women’s sphere, they have transformed poetic conventions
and created new images and metaphors based on available literary forms and discourses.
It is textually evident that as a critical mass Ming-Qing women recreated some distinct,

“female” textual territories informed by their subjective experiences and perspectives.

® Robertson, “Voicing the Feminine” 84-85; Robertson, “Changing the Subject” 203.

? Robertson, “Changing the Subject” 200-204.

' Fong, “Engendering the Lyric” 121-27.

" For a recent study of embroidery as a field of knowledge and practice in women’s everyday life
in the Late Imperial and early Republican era, see Fong, “Female Hands.”



Their inscriptions on the space of the boudoir constitute one of these vibrant sites of
re/construction.

Articulating female subjectivity as inscribed in women’s texts is crucial in
feminist literary criticism, but the approach presuming that a text by a woman as the
representation of her authentic self has become more problematic in Western feminist
criticism as it has encountered critiques from the postmodernist point of view.'? While
insisting on the agency of women writers, scholars in Late Imperial Chinese women’s
literary practice such as Robertson and Fong have also paid attention to the constructed
nature of feminine subjectivities in literary texts. In particular, Robertson has offered a
focused study of the complexity of women’s different strategies in constructing both
“authorial” and “textual” subjects respectively in their self-prefaces and poetry,
subjectivities with distance from the historical self. In analyzing the contradictory
authorial self presented in women’s self-prefaces, Robertson shows how women’s
representation of their literary pursuit is mediated by the discourse of female virtue. She
also suggests the degrees of mediation by moral discourse in women’s poetic texts, but
she does not develop a critical model to systematically explore this issue in her
examination of women’s transformation of poetic conventions. Generally speaking, both
Robertson and Fong’s examinations of women’s textual transformation are confined
within relevant literary traditions; the limited scope of their articles do not allow them to
sufficiently take into account the influence of the structure and ideology which construct
these women as social subjects on women’s textuality.

Presuming a link between women’s depiction of the boudoir space with their

subjective experience with the gui, I hope to reconnect women’s transformations of

12 See, for example, Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics 50-69, 75-84.



boudoir poetics to the relevant sociohistorical conditions under which the texts were
produced. The gui, both a social space and discursive site associated with female gender,
provides a specific framework for us to investigate historically both the levels of
mediation to women’s textual production by ideological and socio-historical conditions
and their literary agency as shown in their different textual strategies in reacting to these
conditions. Working with the literary tradition of boudoir poetics yet also considering
other discursive meanings attached to the gui/boudoir, my dissertation examines Ming-
Qing women’s interaction with various discourses which constructed women as gendered
subjects as formulated in their textual practice. Ultimately, by locating my textual
analysis of women’s boudoir poetry in the framework of the gui, I hope to suggest in
what sense we can make a claim for women’s socially gendered experiences as the
ground for the formation of subjectivity and why the gender of the authors can make for
textual differences in specific historical contexts.

The Gui: The Social and Symbolic Location of Women

Before elaborating on my approach, I would introduce the key concept in this study, the
gui. The gui is not a historical absolute, but a concept which needs to be situated in
specific contexts. However, it is not the purpose of this section to offer an account of the
historical changes of the gui in Chinese history (part of this task will be taken up in the
succeeding chapters). Rather, I will review some prevalent ideas which helped
conceptualize the gui as an ideal spatial location of women in Late Imperial China’s
social and cultural life. To do so does not presume that these ideas constitute the whole
system of gender ideology or a map of social behavior, but shows how they contributed

to mold the gui as a recognizable signifier in Late Imperial Chinese social and cultural



practices. In other words, what I attempt to show is the dimension of meanings generally
acknowledged by Ming-Qing women poets, the social agents to be examined in this study.
As shown in succeeding chapters, they inevitably brought these meanings into their
writing of the boudoir. After all, as I will show, around the notion of the gui there is more
than one discourse constructing and contesting the meanings of female gender and
femininity.

The consignment of women to the gui /inner chambers originated from the ideal
of physically and socially separating the sexes. The recognized, earliest source of this

idea is the Confucian ritual and ethical classic, the Li ji #25C (Book of Rites), which notes:
“While men live in the outer, women live in the inner sphere” B FE4}, ZwFER.P It

goes on to say, “From the age of seven, a boy and a girl would not sit together or share a

meal” H4F B REEARILFE." While a boy “from the age of ten would seek
instructions from an outside teacher”+4EHFE /1M, “a girl from the age of ten should
not go outside” ZZ AR H4.'® In addition, the “Nei ze” PNEI| section (Regulations for

the inner sphere) of the Li ji goes further to elaborate the behavior codes of sex
segregation. These principles among others have been repeatedly quoted verbatim or
rephrased in moral instructions of later ages. The Nii Iun yu a5 of the Tang, for
example, rephrases the idea stated in the “Nei ze””: “Inner and outer each has their place.

Males and females gather separately. Women do not peek outside the walls, nor step into

the outer courtyard. If they go out, they must cover their faces. If they do peek, they

13 Ruan Yuan, ed., Shisanjing +=#% 28.533. All translations, unless otherwise indicated, are my
own.

1 Ruan Yuan, ed., Shisanjing 28.538

' Ruan Yuan, ed., Shisanjing 28.538-9.



conceal their forms.” WAV ER, FBLEEF. FEEES, NHSE. HUHE, S5
5%7Z.'° Another influential source reiterating the separation of spheres is Sima Guang’s
A] 5% (1019-1086) “Miscellaneous Proprieties for Managing the Family” 5%, which

1s considered a remarkable signpost of the Song’s increasing attention to gender
distinction associated with spatial terms.”

The idea of gender separation is supposed to be not only materialized with
physical boundaries, but also to be extended to labor division in terms of social,
economic and ritual responsibilities. Men are supposed to be in charge of social and
public affairs, whereas women are called to mind domestic business. As the Li ji

emphasizes, “Men should not discuss affairs of the inner sphere; women should not
discuss affairs of the outer sphere” BERS W, LA S4." Presuming the separate
spheres between males and females, the Han classic, Ban Zhao’s HHE Nii jie 238
(Precepts for Women), provides specific codes for women to conduct themselves in the
domestic sphere.'’

These moral instructions, among others, are recognized orthodox sources on
gender division in Late Imperial society. Both elite men and women drew on these
sources to construct the cultural ideal of the segregated women’s quarters and female
propriety. Together the Nii jie, Nei xun PNgJl| by the Ming Empress Xu, Nii lun yu by the
Tang palace woman Song Ruozhao K350, and Niifan jielu 27 #if#E§k by Wang Jiefu +

&l (The Chaste Woman Wang) of the Ming constituted the so-called Four Books for

16 Song Ruozhao, Nii lun yu 70. 3291.

17 Sima Guang, “Zhi jia” 552 40.22952. For a quotation and discussion of this passage by Sima
Guang, sec Ebrey, The Inner Quarters 23-4.

'8 Ruan Yuan, ed., Shisanjing 27.520.

¥ For Ban Zhao, see Swann.



Women (Nii si shu 2 V1), a standard curriculum of didactic texts for women established

by the late Ming.?® These books were recognized as the quintessential works on
normative womanhood and “required reading for the daughters of all upper-class
families.”' Despite different emphases and temporal periods, these moral classics clearly
set forth the separate spheres: male: outside/ female: inner. The ideology of the separate
sphere, in the feminist historian Joan Scott’s words, “typically take[s] the form of a fixed
binary opposition, categorically and unequivocally asserting the meaning of male and
female, masculine and feminine.”*?

The 1deal material expression of these ethical principles was a Chinese house built
to provide “the physical frame of women’s lives and gave concrete form to the separation
of men’s and women’s domains.”*® The women’s sphere is located within the inner
quarters. Enclosed by high walls, the house ensures that women were kept out of sight of
the public. As a girl grows up in such a house, she learns about her proper place and roles
within society. As Francesca Bray points out, the Chinese house is not merely a shelter
made of materials, but also “a cultural template”: it is a learning device, a space
imprinted with ritual, political and social messages.**

Although these ideological principles cannot tell us how well they were received

and practiced, there is evidence of the elite’s insistence on gender distinction in everyday

life. A father of five daughters and a believer in the ethical values espoused by the

20 According to Huang Liling F 55, there were two versions of Nii sishu, the Chinese and
Japanese versions. The set of four books circulated in Japan does not include the Niifan jielu, but the Nii
xiaojing 4% by Chen Miao PR of the Tang period instead. The other three are the same. See Huang
Liling, Nii si shu 3. The author of Niifan jielu is also known as Liu shi 2K,

2 Mann, Precious Records 80.

2 Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category”1067.

2 Bray, Technology and Gender 55.

24 Bray, Technology and Gender 55.
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Cheng-Zhu school, Chen Hongmou [ 7% (1696-1771) compiled the Jiaonii yigui 3%
18 5% (Inherited guide for women, 1742), instructing the women in his family on their
proper roles and daily conduct.?’ He sees women’s major role as managing the household
in order to ensure the prosperity and propriety of the patrilineal family. In addition to the
old doctrines of sexual segregation, he gives to the women of the house specific pieces of
advice such as: “If women do not know how to cook and do not enter the kitchen, they
cannot effectively manage the household; if women are enabled to be in company and
form clubs, showing their bodies and faces in public, they cannot order the household.”
AT, NABRE, FELUEHK: ERABLIEHt, 2E58m, Ll
’_’,l,ﬁﬁ.% From such a detailed discussion of domestic matters, we can imagine how the

father’s words might affect his daughters’ self-perception and lifestyle. In fact, Chen’s
book was widely recognized and reprinted repeatedly during the Qing and Republican
periods.?” The case of Chen Hongmou was not isolated. Female seclusion, Charlotte
Furth shows, was always the first and foremost concern of “household instructions” (jia

xun 5 3)), a practical genre established from the mid-Ming on.”® In arguing how gender

distinction had become a core belief by the mid-Qing, William Rowe points out, “[n]o
elite commentary in Late Imperial China, no matter how self-consciously reformist on

gender issues, challenged the view that women fundamentally were not, could not be, and

% For a discussion of Chen Hongmou’s thought on women and family, see Rowe, Saving the
World 313-22.

% Chen Hongmou, Jiaonii yigui 100.

2" Rowe, Saving the World 314.

28 Furth, “The Patriarch’s Legacy” 196.
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indeed morally should not be identical with men, or assume the same functions in
society.””

However, drawing on different sources, new trends in historical studies have
shown the shifts of consciousness and the discrepancies between reality and ideal

principles, especially in the socioeconomic dynamics of the late Ming period. Through an

examination of the sixteenth-century manual Gui fan Fl %] (Regulations for the women’s
quarters) by the late Ming scholar-official Lii Kun =3, Joanna F. Handlin illustrates a

more sympathetic and pragmatic approach to women’s moral issues in a changing society.
Dorothy Ko’s article on women of the Clear Brook Poetry Club indicates that women
from the gentry class also crossed gender boundaries in their literary interaction with a
male teacher and leader.*® In her book Teachers of the Inner Chambers, Ko further
theorizes a female literary culture based on the expanding women’s sphere in the fluid
society of seventeenth-century Jiangnan.

From different perspectives, scholars have painted two different pictures, both of
which are supported by strong evidence and arguments. Their divergent points of view,
for me, reveal the complexity of the issue we deal with. Taking into account both visions
of gender boundaries associated with the gui as presented by these scholars, I hope to find
a better position to examine how the ideological concept of the gui was established and
what profound implications this had on women’s role and place in society in the late
imperial period. A revisit of Lii Kun’s thought on women’s issues and his Gui fan may

serve this purpose. A didactic work specially designed for women in his contemporary

¥ Rowe, “Women and the Family” 495.
¥ Ko, “Lady-Scholars.” It is noteworthy that these women poets were active in the same period as
Chen Hongmou.

12



society, the production of Gui fan reveals a more complicated situation of the ideological
construction of women’s social subjectivity.

First of all, as Lii Kun explains in his preface, he compiled the Gui fan as a
reaction to what he perceives as the degenerating behavior of women such as the vulgar
speech of village women, the extravagant lifestyle of wealthy women, and their difficult
relationship with other family members. He also frowns upon women’s participation in
literary activities.>! Lii Kun’s criticism of the disappointing behavior of women and his
act of compiling the didactic Gui fan reveals the gap between orthodox principle and

social reality. One of the preface writers of the Gui fan, She Yongning 437Kk Z£, points out,
p gn p

“There are so many transgressions of the principles for the inner sphere; the way of the

world is daily getting worse” B2 2644, &2 H T .>* As Handlin remarks, we

should not view didacticism as representation of reality, but as reactions to the
“aggressive behavior of women.”*

Moral doctrines cannot represent social reality, but their status as orthodoxy
remained stable. As the title of the Gui fan suggests, the gui or guige had become an
anchor notion of a recognized discursive site of constructing gender consciousness, or
more precisely female propriety, in dominant ideological discourse. The preface writers
to the different editions of the Gui fan insisted on the gui being inscribed with moral

codes, turning it into a locus of defining women’s proper roles in society. As She

Yongning claims, “There must be regulations in the women’s chambers” N n] #

3 Lii Kun, Gui fan 1-2.
2 Lii Kun, Gui fan 5.
3 Handlin, “Lii K’un’s New Audience” 26.
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#.>* They compiled and reprinted the Gui fan to continuously spread “old values.” The

first juan of the Gui Fan is a large collection of quotations from Confucian classics such
as the Li ji, with Lii’s annotations and interpretations. Among them, gender division on a
daily basis is reiterated without suggesting practical changes. Handlin meticulously reads
between the lines of Lii’s moral stories in order to show his changing attitude towards
women’s 1ssues, but the values he reasserts are indeed unchanged. Lii Kun’s strategy in
promoting these ideas is adaptive; he made the Gui fan more “user-friendly” with
illustrations and annotations. Lii Kun’s more practical approaches can be viewed as
efforts to make his didacticism more effective and more widely received. His
encouragement of women to be “expedient” in case of emergency is to call for women’s
moral autonomy rather than change the orthodox values.

As Catherine Belsey states, “The destination of all ideology is the subject (the
individual in society) and it is the role of ideology to construct people as subjects.”>* The
didactic books instructing women on proper social boundaries and behaviors such as the
Gui fan provide clues for the social formation of subject positions for women. The

subject which the Gui fan is intended to target is termed guiren A (the person dwelling
in the gui) or guimenzhongren FEF9 A (the person dwelling within the inner

quarters).*® Troubled by the fact that the guimenzhongren discarded rituals and behavior
codes, Lii Kun hopes his Gui fan can provide moral guidelines which the guiren can
uphold, recite, and learn.’” The guiren subject appears to be a synonym with the generic

notion of women vis-a-vis men. Lii Kun and other assertive preface writers do not

* Lii Kun, Gui fan 5.

33 Belsey, “Constructing the Subject” 47.

3¢ The two terms respectively appear in Lit Kun, Gui fan 1, 3.
" Lii Kun, Gui fan 1, 3.
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specifically define the guiren in terms of social class. Not by any means could the
majority of women in the late imperial period physically live in the ideal Chinese house
as envisioned by Bray. The physical location of the gui, with which the literal meaning of
the guiren is associated, suggests a class prerogative. However, it seems that Lii Kun
does not feel impelled to address this issue in his Gui fan. Elsewhere in his Shi zheng lu

B Sk (Records on practical government) as quoted by Handlin, Lii Kun does show his
class differentiation in addressing women’s issues. Unlike his contemporary Hai Rui

i (1514-87), who insists that all women should remain inside the home, Lii Kun holds a

tolerant attitude towards women working outside their home as wine vendors and
weavers and thinks that they contribute to the local economy.’® However, the ambiguity
of class in constructing the regulations for the women’s chambers seems to be intended to
be more socially inclusive in calling for observation of the promoted values. In making
his Gui fan easier to understand, Lii Kun also aimed at a more general female audience,
and not to exclude women from the lower classes.

Most women regardless of class, except nuns and courtesans, were conceptually
associated with the proper place for women. Despite degrees of complexity in actual
situations, the gui had become both a “real” and an “imaginary” place for women. Having
said that, I am indebted to Catherine Belsey’s understanding of ideology as “both a real
and an imaginary relation to the world—real in that it is the way in which people really
live their relationship to the social relations which govern their conditions of existence,

but imaginary in that it discourages a full understanding of these conditions of existence

38 Handlin, “Lii K’un’s New Audience” 26.
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and the ways in which people are socially constituted within them.”*® The orthodox
ideology centered on the gui produced an ideal gendered position for women to be
interpellated regardless of their actual situations.

Once again, I would like to emphasize that in showing the ideological
construction of the gui as the proper social place of women, I do not imply a monolithic
gender ideology, but I have tried to show how the influential ideas molded the gui as a
symbol of women’s sexual status and gender position in systematic terms. As social
subjects supposedly living in the gui and newly emergent writing subjects, how do Ming-
Qing women poets depict this space which is supposedly their own? In constructing the
meaning of female gender, ideological and literary discourses have produced different

messages. As Bray shows, the unconventional writer Li Yu 2= (1610-80) deliberately

subverts the presumption that female seclusion can facilitate true virtue.** His erotic

novel Rou putuan P35#E (The Carnal Prayer Mat) sharply satirizes the Confucian
scholar Master Iron Gate (Tiefei daoren £%581E A), who has strictly made his daughter

live in seclusion by having the daughter eventually elope with a male seducer. Literary
constructions of women’s boudoir life are different from the orthodox gender ideology.
How did women receive these contradictory discourses? To what extent does gender
ideology influence women’s representation of their boudoir? How does their life in the
inner chambers inform their writing? How do their social status and perspective
influence their writing? What kinds of gendered consciousnesses do they (re)map onto
this symbolic space? How do literati conventions influence women poets’ self-

representations? What kinds of creative strategies do these women poets adopt in order to

¥ Belsey, “Constructing the Subject” 46.
“ Bray, Technology and Gender 142.
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write about their daily experiences and express their own interests? In pursuing these
questions, my dissertation will attempt to shed light into the ways Ming-Qing women

interact with dominant literary and ideological discourses on their gender.

Establishing a Dynamic Poetics of the Gui:
Objectives, Approaches, and Sources

The term gui embraces a nexus of meanings: the material frame of the women’s
chambers; a defining social boundary of women’s roles and place; and a conventional
topos evoking feminine beauty and pathos in literary imagination. As a cultural metaphor,
the gui is deeply implicated in Ming-Qing women’s poetry to the extent that it becomes a
significant determinant in women’s approach to the writing of themselves and their
gendered experience, whether as an inspirational force in their poetic imagination, or a
constrictive frame from which they are trying to escape. To account for the complexity of
Ming-Qing women’s problematic relation to their symbolic space, this dissertation draws
upon not only the culturally specific insights into Late Imperial Chinese women’s writing
by Robertson, Fong and other scholars in the field, but more generally upon a model of
language politics developed by scholars in Western feminist criticism such as Rita Felski.
In her book Beyond Feminist Aesthetics, a critical response to French and American
feminist literary theories as well as a study of Western feminist literature of the 1960s,
Felski criticizes the limitations of both schools, and proposes an approach that reads
women’s texts in relation to the social conditions of their production and reception.
Through an analysis of the social meaning and function of two types of women’s novels,
she demonstrates the political significance of these writings in relation to the
contemporary feminist movement. Although she works with a different historical and

cultural context with the purpose of establishing a feminist textual politics, her
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theorization of the general relationship between the writing subject and language use is
inspirational for my project. In responding to postmodernist challenges, Felski has
developed a more sophisticated theoretical model which neither resorts to an essential
female self nor views female subjectivity as merely a discursive position without room
for the historical subject.

Felski’s model seeks to avoid the theoretical weaknesses of both American and
French literary feminism. In Felski’s opinion, the former approaches women’s writing in
experiential terms, reading literary works as authentic sources of women writers’ self-
expression. It fails to acknowledge the mediated nature of women’s writing by social and
ideological conditions. The latter school adopts a more sophisticated approach to literary
language, but holds an absolutely negative view of women’s entry into the patriarchal
symbolic order: women’s desire in terms of language can be obtained only by means of
deconstruction and subversion. It presupposes language as male-defined and forecloses
the possibilities that the existing symbolic system can offer to women’s interests and
rights. For Felski, neither of these approaches can sufficiently account for the relationship
between gender and symbolic structures.

Felski proposes a theoretical model that takes into account social and cultural
determinants in women’s discursive practice as well as women’s individual agency which
can transform language. Language, she suggests, should be understood as “a form of
social activity which is both rule-governed and open, which does not simply determine

consciousness but can also be employed to contest existing world views and to develop
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alternative positions.”*! Specifically, her theoretical position is constitutive of the
following set of assumptions:

1. Structures of power determine the relationship between gender and
discourse. There are determinants of existing social structures and
symbolic systems that shape and constrain women writers’ communicative
practices.

2. Gendered subjects do not passively reflect monolithic systems of
domination, but have creative and critical capacities to reflect upon or
offer resistance to their environment.

3. Language is a social form open for use and contextually determined; it can
acquire new significances in different uses; the relationship between
language and life worlds is dialectical.

Moreover, Felski remarks, “the interaction between structural determinants and the
capacity for agency” needs to be located in a specific and differentiated analysis in terms
of historical and cultural contexts and variables in the subject’s positioning such as
gender, class, and age.*” This approach relates literary discourse to existing power
structures, but aims to show “both the flexible, innovative, and creative capacities of
language itself and particular instances of the richness and complexity of women’s
language use.”*

The theoretical focus of the gui helps this current study to determine a cultural
locus to grasp the dynamic use of language by a certain social group. A group of authors

newly arisen in Late Imperial China’s cultural horizon, Ming-Qing women demonstrated

1 Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics 66.
“2 Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics 64.
3 Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics 62.
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their literary agency and creativity on two levels. Allocated to the inner, domestic sphere,
women were ideologically and institutionally excluded from the public sphere of
intellectual and literary activities. When women wrote and published poetry they
challenged patriarchal social norms. The visibility of writing women therefore generated
heated debates on the issues of women’s talent and virtue, exemplified in the famous

debate between the conservative scholar Zhang Xuecheng ZE23, (1738-1801) and the
liberal poet Yuan Mei 24 (1716-1797).* Although women knew that their literary

engagement was not generally approved by society (some were actually struggling with
the question of whether to write or not to write), they took it as a serious pursuit—not
only as an emotional outlet, but also as a path for fulfilling intellectual achievement and
fame in the literary world. Literature provided an alternative dimension for women to
relieve boredom and bitterness and make sense of their lives.

When she has the opportunity to wield the brush, a woman, consciously or
unconsciously, must make another difficult yet compelling choice: how to present herself
to the intended or possible reader (even if she is writing to herself). Drawing on a
prevalent cultural assumption about the poetic genre in Chinese literary history, poetry is
taken as an important source of women’s self-representation in this dissertation. Due to

the belief in and practice of “Shi yan zhi 355 & (Poetry expresses one’s intent),” a poem

is presumed to be a record of historical experiences, an expression of the author’s intent,
and it is supposed to be read authentically and in relation to the poet.*” In this sense, the

corpus of Ming-Qing women’s poetry provides a significant basis for us to explore what

* On the querelle des femmes between Zhang Xuecheng and Yuan Mei, see several studies by
Susan Mann. For other discussions of the debate on women’s talent, see also Chang, “Ming-Qing Women
Poets” and Ho, “The Cultivation of Female Talent.”

% For a discussion of the non-fictional nature of traditional Chinese poetry, see Owen, Traditional
Chinese Poetry and Poetics, Chapter 2.
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women wanted to reveal about themselves and their daily lives, and how they responded
to their historical and cultural environments. In other words, a woman’s poetry was
perceived as self-representing in her historical context; she was responsible for the
meaning of the text under the signature of her name. Therefore, the choices she made—
what to write, what not to write, and how to write as existing power structures dictate
language and symbol-making practice—testify to her agency and creativity.

The two bodies of discourse, moral teachings on female gender boundaries and
literati poetic versions of the boudoir, may be particularly relevant to women’s writing as
they reflect upon their life in the symbolic framework of the gui. These discourses
provide different messages on femininity, but both have profound implications in
women'’s representation of the gui. In examining Ming-Qing women’s writing about the
boudoir, this study adopts a two-fold approach. First, it engages with an intertextual
analysis to show how their writing is both connected to and different from mainstream
boudoir literature that had long been constructed by largely male authors. Second, this
study will take Ming-Qing women’s textual production as an evolving literary and
historical process and thus will pay much attention to historical and individual differences
in women’s poetic treatment of the boudoir. Although women of Late Imperial China are
universally associated with the symbolic realm of the gui from which historical
contingencies and individual differences are excluded, their represented experiences in
relation to and perceptions of the boudoir are diverse and changing over time. Textual
positions and perspectives projected in their writing are consequently various. Thus,

while the texts to be examined in this dissertation are connected with the general
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framework of the boudoir/gui, simultaneously they are informed by different modes of
women’s experiences.

This dissertation consists of four main chapters. Chapter 1 traces conventional
boudoir poetics and aesthetics established before and continued into the Ming-Qing
period. Traditional boudoir poetry has a complicated history of evolution, and involves a
variety of origins, sub-genres, and themes. I will focus on widely recognized sources of
literati representations of women and the boudoir, such as the sixth century anthology

Yutai xinyong EZH5k (New Songs from a Jade Terrace), the song lyrics from the tenth
century Huajian ji {E5%5E (Among the Flowers), and the feminine-style song lyrics in the

Southern Song (1127-1279), and related writings by Ming-Qing male poets. This chapter
will lay a foundation for discussions of women’s appropriation of literary language and
imagery.

Through an examination of the Guochao guixiu zhengshi ji BIBAEEFS IE 155
(Correct Beginnings: Women’s Poetry of Our August Dynasty) and its sequel, the
Zhengshi xuji TEGEFEEE, Chapter 2 explores how Qing women poets rewrite the gui in
their shi poetry in order to construct the cultural ideal of guixiu informed by their
common social and cultural experiences in a historically specific context.’® As a result of

Yun Zhu’s {§¥k (1771-1833) selection or re-representation for the purpose of

establishing an orthodoxy, or a canon, of Qing women’s poetry, the anthology makes it

% Susan Mann has invoked the case of Yun Zhu and the poems included in her anthology as
important sources to illustrate the social meanings and functions of women’s learning in the High Qing era
(c.1683-1839). Mann has examined some poems included in this anthology for the purpose of her socio-
historical study, but my examination of the anthology will focus on the poems written on the boudoir theme,
which has not been thoroughly examined so far.
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possible to investigate the influence of orthodox gender ideology and poetics on women’s
construction of the gui.*’

Chapter 3 examines the influence of historical transitions and political disasters in
the late imperial period on women'’s reflection of their position in the inner sphere. The
main references will draw upon the poetic writings by women who lived through tragic
historical changes such as the Ming-Qing transition and the Taiping Rebellion (1850-64).
Many texts examined in this chapter are new materials rediscovered by archival research,
which will, for the first time, receive sustained critical attention.

By focusing on the lyrical world of Gu Zhenli E§E 7. (1623-1699), Chapter 4

explores the problematic relationship between the female subject, gender convention, and
poetic discourse. The poet’s inscription on the boudoir space involves several contrasting
and even contradictory modes of articulation, which reveals complex interrelations
between her conceptions of self and other and cultural codes of femininity.

There is a complex range of variables in the way in which women depict their
boudoir, but what I attempt to do within the scope and limits of this dissertation is to try
to grasp the major types of differences that closely reflect the female subject’s
positioning in relation to the symbolic frame. However, underlying these major modes of
articulation are complicated relationships between the writing subject and the age-old
poetic tradition, relationships affected by different social and historical factors as well as
personal backgrounds and experiences. These different modes of articulation cannot be

interpreted by one straightforward historical and social framework, but have to be

*7 L use the notion of canon here to illustrate the anthology as a historical construction of a body of
texts to promote certain literary values by a certain group of authors, namely the Qing guixiu in this case.
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examined under differentiated analysis of intersections of literary tradition and its varying
contexts.

Although this dissertation is confined to the analysis of women’s textual strategies
on a literary level, its major framework and organization of references are informed by an
investigation of the historical condition and circumstances under which the texts were
produced. In other words, in selecting the primary sources, I assume that nuances in
women’s historical, cultural, and individual experiences played an instrumental role in
shaping their changing perceptions about their symbolic space and the meanings of their
texts. To say so, I do not mean that the text necessarily always mirrors the author’s life
experiences, but we should consider the historical conjunctures at which their texts are
produced. Women’s writing is a product of their broader social and cultural contexts as
well as a reflection of their individual experiences and perspectives.

The sources to be examined in this dissertation fall into two main categories:
male-authored and female-authored writings on the boudoir. However, it would be
impractically ambitious for this dissertation to cover all these writings. Guided by my
theoretical framework and the insights of previous studies on Chinese literary history, [
will focus on several groups of poetic writings produced in different historical moments
and personal contexts. The poems to be examined include both the shi and ci genres.
There are particular conventions and cultural implications pertaining to each genre, which
I will take into account when they are relevant to my study.

I consider two categories of sources— anthologies and individual collections— as
constitutive of two axes of information on the common features and individual

differences of women’s writing. As Fong points out, anthologies are by nature selective,
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for they are compiled to embrace the implicit or explicit criteria of the editor for inclusion
or exclusion.*® Due to this selective nature, if carried out consistently, anthologies can
reveal in a significant way particular recurring features of women’s writing. For example,
Yun Zhu'’s selections in the Zhengshi ji strike us as very similar in themes, styles, and
language. This is important for identifying some common processes of meaning
production in women’s literary practice. Individual collections provide a sense of
‘completeness’ and indicate the depth of an individual poet’s writing; they can tell us -
much about what anthologies have left out: what she has written, her personal preferences
of themes and styles, and in some cases information on her personal life experiences.
These two kinds of sources constitute the basis for us to obtain close and extensive

knowledge about Ming-Qing women’s writing of the boudoir.

Although the gui as both ideological and literary discourse appears to be a familiar site to
us, it has not yet been used as a theoretical focus in the study of Ming-Qing women’s
poetics. A discursive space intimately connected to both Chinese poetic tradition and the
social prescription of women’s place, the gui is an inevitable point of departure for us to
study Ming-Qing women’s distinct approach to the writing of poetry. As this dissertation
intends to demonstrate, it provides a productive framework to systematically examine the
interactions between gendered poetics and women’s gendered consciousnesses in Late

Imperial China.

*® Fong, “Gender and the Failure of Canonization” 6.
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Chapter One

The Green Window: The Boudoir in Poetic Convention

On patterned silk, golden kingfishers;
Fragrant candles melt into tears.
Flowers fall; the cuckoo cries;

At the green window, the remnant of a dream dims."

HREHEZ, TEEBEOR. CETHR, HERSX.

Wen Tingyun B EEFS (ca. 812-ca. 866), “Pusa man”EFES
The boudoir as a poetic convention had long been established in both the shi and ci
genres by the Ming-Qing era. However, it is beyond the scope of this chapter to trace a
comprehensive history of the evolution of boudoir poetics. Rather, I attempt to identify
some essential features and elements constituent of normative poetics and aesthetics of
the women’s boudoir in order to establish a frame of reference for subsequent chapters
through which to examine how Ming-Qing women as newly emergent writing subjects
interacted with the literary convention.

A useful concept I find for the study of the boudoir convention is “topos.” Topos,
originally a Greek word meaning “place,” is generally understood as a commonplace or
conventional theme or motif in literary studies. Decades ago, Michael E. Workman
proposed the term “boudoir/bedchamber topos” as a major convention of the ci. Although
in his essay Workman, sampling early lyrics, only focuses on one conventional theme,
the grief of separation associated with the women’s chambers, his concept of topos in
theory is multidimensional and dynamic. His view of a topos as “a form-element in
literature that presents a certain setting, with the range of associations that have adhered

to it through time and use” is particularly germane to this chapter in working through the

YHIJ 1.4,
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formation of the boudoir topos.” The boudoir/gui is such a poetic element which
encompasses a constellation of recognized themes, motifs, and images. Moreover, a topos
is not unchangeable, but historically constructed and received. It can be enlarged in its
long practice to include new conventions recognized by writers of later generations. The
most far-reaching and widely-recognized theme associated with the boudoir setting is the
abandoned woman’s grief, the boudoir plaint (guiyuan).’ However, the boudoir is in fact
a locus of several sets of standardized themes and modes of expression in Chinese poetic
history. From the perspective of Ming-Qing contemporary practice of boudoir poetry, the
boudoir as a topos provided more than one “topical pattern of thinking” for the poet to
follow or manipulate.* Through reviewing several significant moments in the
development of boudoir poetics and aesthetics in both the shi and ci genres, I attempt to
show the formation of the boudoir topos, trying to identify what typical themes,
sentiments, image codes, and aesthetic effects it generates when a poet explicitly or
implicitly places the content of a poem within the boudoir space. Finally, I conclude this
chapter by summarizing how the boudoir convention was recognized and practiced in the
Ming-Qing periods.

My review of the poetics of the boudoir will be organized along two major lines:
the shi and ci genres. These two forms have different generic conventions, but they share
some common ground in representing boudoir themes. I rely heavily on widely
recognized anthologies as primary sources— especially those which played an

instrumental role in genre formation—because they allow for the identification of generic

2 Workman, “The Bedchamber Topos” 7.

? For a recent study of the persona and voice of the abandoned woman in early ci, see Samei,
Gendered Persona. For her discussion of the abandoned woman topos, see p. 8 and p.175.

* Workman , “The Bedchamber Topos”168.
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conventions. This chapter examines the traditional mode of boudoir poetry by both
genders. Although the boudoir convention was established mainly by male literati authors,
women were not completely out of the picture even in earlier times when female authors
were far fewer. In addition, Ming-Qing women authors continued to write conventional
boudoir poetry. By taking into account the literary practice of both genders, I hope to

shed light on the complexity of the literary tradition.

New Songs from a Jade Terrace:
The Establishment of the Boudoir Topos

The two earliest poetic classics, the Shi jing and Chu ci, are followed by a third anthology,
the Southern Dynasties Yutai xinyong.” It was compiled by the Liang court poet Xu Ling

#8[% (507-83) under the patronage of the Liang Crown Prince, later known as Emperor
Jianwen, Xiao Gang ## (503—51).° The anthology consists of ten juan of more than

eight hundred poems arranged in chronological order.” Although proclaimed “new” as its
title indicates, the collection actually covers a time span from the second century B.C.
through the early sixth century. By “new,” the anthology was intended to embody a new

poetic vogue, the so-called gongti shi =845 (palace-style poetry).® I choose to focus on

3 For an English translation of and introduction to the anthology Yutai xinyong, see Birrell, New
Songs. For an in-depth study of this anthology with regard to postmodernist issues such as transgressive
writing and homoerotics, see Birrell, Games Poets Play. For a discussion of this anthology from the
perspective of male literati’s homosocial community, see also Rouzer, Articulated Ladies, Chapter 4
“Spectator Sports.”

¢ On Xiao Gang’s literary salon and practice, see Marney, Liang Chien-wen Ti. See also Wu, The
Poetics of Decadence Chapters 1 and 2; Miao, “Palace-Style Poetry.”

7 The anthology was reprinted in many different editions during its long circulation history.
Editors of the anthology from the Song on tended to expand it by adding their own selections. Scholars
hold different opinions about the number of poems. Ronald Miao and Anne Birrell claim that there are
more than six hundred. The version I use is a collated version by the modern scholar Mu Kehong 8 7i.%=
based on a Qing edition (1774) annotated by Wu Zhaoyi 22JKH and edited by Cheng Yan F2E§. Wu notes
that there are as many as 870 poems in the version he obtained. He also points out that Song editions of the
anthology were shorter, consisting of 691 poems. For Mu Kehong’s discussion of the versions, see Y7XY 3.

® On palace-style poetry, see Miao, “Palace-Style Poetry.” See also Wu, The Poetics of Decadence
Chapters 1 and 2.
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this sixth-century anthology because, drawing as it does on earlier traditions, 1t is
instrumental in establishing the poetics and aesthetics of the boudoir in Chinese literary
history.

The emergence of the gongti shi was very much a reaction to the orthodox view
of poetry as expression of one’s moral intent and as indispensably implicated in social
and political didacticism.” Viewing poetry as art for its own sake, the interests of the
court poets lies in meticulously depicting feminine beauty, psychology, and setting for
aesthetic and erotic appreciation. In order to assert that the purpose of his anthology is
artistic appreciation, Xu Ling imagines in his preface the goddess-like figure of a palace
lady as his reader: extremely beautiful and talented, she can write, and devotes all her idle
hours to reading “the latest verses,” which will soon include those found in Xu Ling’s
volume. The figuration of a female audience here, however, does not mean that the
intended readers are merely palace ladies. Rather, this figurative strategy is meant to
assert the agenda of the Yutai xinyong, an agenda focusing on artistic pleasure. The
elaborate description of the beautiful appearance and environment of the woman reader is
consistent with court poets’ approach in their poetry to images of women and the boudoir.

The authors of Xu Ling’s anthology are of both genders, but only about ten are
identified as women. While some of these women authors only have vague identities such
as a certain man’s wife, some have historically credible names, such as the famous poet

Bao Zhao’s ffIlif (? 412-? 466) sister, Bao Linghui #<H& (fl. C. 464). Whether these

women actually authored the texts attributed to them, their gender identity complicates

the reading of the female voice projected in their poems. In her recent book, Anne Birrell

? Miao, “Palace-Style Poetry” 8.
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attempts to show the distinctiveness of a few women authors’ voices, arguing that these
women to varying degrees inscribe their female selves into their verses.'® As far as this
section is concerned, the nuances in different authors’ approaches are not significant
enough to affect what we can discern about the formation of the boudoir setting as a
topos in the anthology. A selective collection with a specific agenda, the poems included
in the Yutai xinyong share a high degree of textual conformity in terms of themes and
representational codes.

The practice of palace-style poetry by Xiao Gang’s literary coterie reveals a
dynamic dimension of the court poets’ homosocial competition for the female and the
control of desire and language.'' However, this is not to say that the whole collection is a
self-serving construction by male literati. Their construction of feminine voice and
consciousness embraces common ground shared by both genders. In particular, they draw
from various sources of inspiration, including various folk songs created by active
communications between men and women. It would be unfair to claim that the literati
textual productions absolutely exclude women’s interests.

The poems anthologized in the Yutai xinyong are not all palace-style poetry in the
narrow sense established by Xiao Gang and his courtiers. In fact, a project attempting to
embrace a new poetic taste, the corpus of Yutai xinyong reveals a process of genre
formation. Anne Birrell has aptly observed that the collection can be roughly divided into
two groups: the first group of 150 poems, written from the second century B.C. to the late
third century A.D., is “more loosely structured,” while the remainder of the poems,

written from the fourth century to the early sixth century, follow “a stricter conventional

19 Birrell, Games Poets Play 176-208.
Y Rouzer, Articulated Ladies 289.
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pattern.”'? Kang Zhengguo FFTF 5 further points out that the inclusion of poems of

similar themes and styles from the Han to the Liang by Xu Ling was intended to establish
a genealogy of the gongti shi.”® The Qing scholar Wu Zhaoyi’s note on juan 8 of the
anthology supports these scholars’ observations:
In the third and fourth juan, the gongti style begins to appear sporadically;
in the fifth and sixth juan, it has gradually taken shape; the seventh juan is
where the emperor from his highness elevates the gongti to a privileged
place, and all scions sing alike; this juan (juan 8) are poems in which
ministers imitate the style from their lower position, and women follow
them in the same style. (Y7XY 385)
—uERERAR ARNEREREN; CEEEEEEN L EER
7 BB ERN T, m AR .
Palace-style poetry represents a synthetic development of broader poetic practices. Many
scholars note that palace-style poetry is very much “an aristocratic refinement” of early
amorous songs such as “Wu sheng” (Songs of Wu) and “Xi gu” (western melodies).' In
fact, the emperor and his entourage drew more from literati traditions, including earlier
literati yuefu and Han ancient-style poems in creating a distinctive sub-genre representing
their aesthetic and artistic tastes. The Yutai xinyong not only includes the court poets’
conscious textual production, but also earlier works that inspired them. Thus, the

anthology provides a rich source for us to examine the dynamic process in which the

12 Birrell, New Songs 9.
13 Kang Zhengguo, Fengsao 167.
' See for example Marney, Liang Chien-wen Ti 103. See also Miao, “Palace-Style Poetry”13-4.

31



poetics and aesthetics of the boudoir are established through a synthesis of earlier
traditions.

The poems of female lamentation produced in the Han and Wei periods were a
major influence on the formation of palace-style poetry. Although the image and voice of
the deserted woman can be traced back as early as in the Shi jing, it is from the Han
period that they have begun to be visibly associated with the boudoir setting, or more

precisely the bedchamber (fang £, guifang B F2). The bedchamber seems to be a natural

locus for depicting the situation of the one being left behind, a setting which becomes
both a physical and emotional trap. The earliest examples to date are the ones from the

Nineteen Old Poems set (gushi shijiu shou T35+ 1H), some of which are included in

the beginning chapters of the Yutai xinyong.'> Among them, the following two are the
most notably centered on the bedchamber setting and are frequently imitated by poets of
later ages.

Poem No.2

Green, green riverside grass,

Lush, lush willow in the garden,

Sleek, sleek a girl upstairs,

White, white faces her window.

Fair, fair her rouge and powder face,

Slim, slim she shows her white hand.

Once I was a singing-house girl,

3 For a discussion of the Old Nineteen Poems and an English translation and annotation of
seventeen poems of the set, see Watson, Chinese Lyricism 15-32. The version of the anthology I use
includes nine poems considered to be authored by the Han writer Mei Cheng.
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Now I am a playboy’s wife.
A playboy roves, never comes home,
My empty bed is hard to keep alone.'®

(YTXY 1.19-20)

HEE, BRET. BEMEEL, REEENE. BRI
BHLRT. EREXK SRETR. 5T1TTE, ZRERT.

Poem No. 19

Bright moon white, so white

Shines on my silk bedcurtains.

In sad despair I cannot sleep,

I take my robe, get up and pace.

To travel, they say, is pleasant,

But not as good as coming back home.
I go outside, stroll in solitude.

My sad longing to whom can I tell?

I lean forward, go back to my room,

Tears fall soaking my robe.!”

(YTXY 1.21)
BRI, HEIRERIRME. ERCTPEERR, BREHE. TRERS,
TonE . HPBAE, REESH#. 5|18 2ARE, RIEEK.

Although the above two poems are both framed by the bedchamber setting, they represent

two different approaches. The first one pays much attention to the objective description

' Trans. by Anne Birrell in New Songs 39.
"7 Trans. by Anne Birrell in New Songs 40.
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of the female persona’s appearance, whereas the second constructs a subjective voice
articulating a troubled inner world. Both address the lonely situation of the persona by
mentioning the “empty bed” or the restlessness at night, but the effects of their
expressions are different. While the speaking voice at the end of the first poem reads
more like a tantalizing gesture inviting a companion, the second poem expresses
inescapable physical confinement and emotional troubles. In sum, the first poem, in
Maija Bell Samei’s words, plays with “the erotic potential of the lonely wife,” while the
second voices sorrow and grief.'® These two poems set up two different models of
emulation for poets of later ages.

However, a crucial issue that must be addressed is the ambiguity of the second
poem with regard to gender. It can be typically interpreted as an expression of the
deserted woman’s sorrow, but can also be read as a more generalized grief which is
specific neither to the female gender nor the theme of separation. Nowhere in the poem is
this information specified. Even on the rhetorical level, Han and Wei poems centered on
the bedchamber setting are not unambiguously limited to the theme of female lamentation.
In expressing their troubled emotions, male poets also directly adopted similar modes of
expression as used by the deserted female persona without invoking the figure in their

poems. For example, in a poem mourning his wife’s passing, Pan Yue 3% writes:

White, white moon through a window
Shines on my room’s south end.
Clear-tone winds usher autumn in,

Sultry heat ebbs with the season.

18 Samei, Gendered Persona 57.
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Bleak, bleak cold winds rise,
I begin to feel my summer quilt too flimsy.
I wouldn’t say I have no thick clothes,

But with whom will I share year’s end cold?

The year’s end cold no one to share with.
Lustrous moon so glistening!

I toss and turn, stare at pillow and mat.
The long mattress lies empty on the bed,
The bed lies empty, lost to clear dust.

To my vacant room mournful comes the wind.

I’m alone, have no vision of Lady Li."
Vague, faint, I glimpse your face.

I stroke my collar, sigh long sighs,
Tears unawares soak my breast,

Soak my breast, how can I stop them?
Sad longing wells deep inside me. %

[...]

(YTXY 2.86-87)

' Lady Li was a Han palace woman famous for her beauty and singing talent. After she died, the
necromancer of the Han emperor tried to make her soul return. See Mu Kehong’s annotation in Y7XY 2.87.
Adopting this allusion, the poet expresses his wish to see his late wife.

%0 Trans. by Anne Birrell in New Songs 83.
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RREhH, RRERR. BEEKE, B2, EEEERA

MR E R, SRMmER, HEHEERIE. REmEE, BA AR

IR, RERKZE. RERFE, FEAEHE. BEFKE,

REE. ORES, NEHER. ERZED, BEEHHE.
In mourning his wife, the major textual strategy the poet adopts is the elaborate
description of the lonely bedchamber as a foil to reflect his traumatized inner world. One
could read this poem as sorrow expressed by the deserted woman if not for the indication
of the speaker’s gender identity in the line “I’m alone, have no vision of Lady Li.”

The Yutai xinyong anthologizes many earlier works on themes associated with
bedchamber or domestic settings. But as the court poets developed a new interest in
representing women’s beauty and psychology for the very end of artistic and erotic
appreciation alongside the old tradition of female lament, they placed images of women
and their boudoir at the front of the poetic agenda, consequently establishing the
women’s chambers as an aesthetic site in Chinese poetry. The old bedchamber topos is
now more explicitly associated with the female persona; meanwhile the specifically
gendered term guiyuan (the boudoir plaint) for the first time appears as a poetic title in
the anthology. Even though the anthology includes some works ambiguous in the gender
of the speaking voice or persona in early chapters, the increasing, conspicuous tendency
in depicting feminine beauty and setting in the rest of the anthologizing project might
have affected the reader’s reception of these works. It is not surprising that later critics

such as the Ming scholar Hu Yinglin SEfEE% (1551-1618) could jump to the conclusion:
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“the Yutai xinyong only collects a single body of poetry written about women’s
boudoir.?! (X&) {HIEEE—.

The court poets’ meticulous attention to the portrayal of a beautiful woman and
her boudoir is intimately connected with the yongwu mode (celebrating objects)
cultivated in the Chinese literary tradition.”> “Woman” is inscribed as a beautiful object.
Her loveliness is portrayed through detailed descriptions of her body parts, such as her
eyebrows, fingers, and waist, and perhaps more importantly, of her attire and ornaments,
such as her silk dress, hairstyle, and hairpins. Titles such as “Embroidery on Her Collar”
and “Slippers on Her Feet” inform us of the court poets’ obsessed fondness of what is
perceived as feminine beauty.?> For poets, “woman is adored when adorned.”** Xiao
Gang’s “A Lovely Woman’s Morning Make-Up” is a good illustration of this point:

At the north window she faces her dawn mirror.
Brocade curtains she drapes in a slanting twist.
Sweet, shy, unwilling to come out

She still claims her make-up isn’t done.

She spreads kohl wide along her eyebrows,
Yen rouge appears across her cheeks.

No doubt with all this she’s sensational,

She deserves to be called ‘Adorable’!

(YTXY 7.299)

LB RS, IRERI.

I As quoted by Mu Kehong in YTXY 2.

22 Fong, “Wu Wenying’s Yongwu Ci” 324; Kang Zhengguo, Fengsao 168.
> YTXY 5.191-2.

2 Birrell, New Songs 10.

% Trans. by Anne Birrell in New Songs 199.
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wEANER, WS RE.
BEERERE, e .
ARRTHR, EEHBEG.

By the same token, the boudoir, the women’s chamber, has been treated with
equal attention in palace verses. A woman’s bedroom, and by extension her small tower
and backyard, is the most typical site for the poet’s imagining of feminine activity.
Compared with early love poems, “love moves indoors” to the boudoir as the court poets
confine their interest to tamed nature and artificial luxury brought by the palace
lifestyle.2® No matter whether it is a palace harem, a courtesan’s bedchamber, or a

deserted wife’s small tower, women’s boudoirs generally are referred to as gui Ef]. Many

poems include the term gui in their title, in various guises: “Spring Boudoir,” “Cold
Boudoir,” and “The Moonlit Night in the Boudoir.” The boudoir, more often than not, is
lavishly decorated with luxurious furniture and utensils. Poems about objects (yongwu shi)
are one major subcategory of palace verses, and boudoir accoutrements such as mirror,
screen, and candle are popular objects for the poets to celebrate and evoke the aesthetic
and erotic imagination of the women’s chambers.

Although the gongti shi is narrowly defined as poetry treating feminine beauty

and settings for the purpose of evoking “amorous and sensual feelings” (yanqing 2i%),

most of the poems collected in the Yutai xinyong, including the poems by the court poets,
are still dominated by the ancient theme of the abandoned woman. Palace poetry carries
on the old theme of the female lament, but is more concerned with the “playful”

representation of female images and boudoir life than with forcefully expressing

% Birrell, New Songs 11.
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lamentation.”” The poets tend to renew the old story of the deserted woman with their
poetic taste and descriptive skills. In many cases the old theme is subdued by a
meticulous description of feminine beauty and setting. The poem quoted above from the
Nineteen Old Poems written on a singing girl is exactly the precursor of palace-style
poetry, which sets up the classical formula of the palace-styled boudoir plaint: a
rhetorical complaint about the “empty” room or bed by an elaborately beautiful persona.

The “empty room” kong fang 227 (more often appearing as the “empty boudoir”
kong gui Z2EE in palace verses) and the “empty bed” kong chuang Z2[K, elements

derived from earlier poems on female lament, explicitly or implicitly constitute the most
typical scenario in palace poetry tales. The boudoir where the lover is absent yet desired
is a perfect place for the court poet to exercise his imagination and artistic skills. The
boudoir not only functions as the central stage on which to expose the female persona’s
beauty and mind, but also constitutes the very site of aesthetic appreciation. For example,
Xiao Gang opens a window on “Her Late Boudoir” for us:*®
Her hidden room in cold sun grows late,
2 Declining rays cross the window sill.
Red blinds far do not prevent my view,
4 Light drapes hang half rolled up.
I know slim hands are tailoring,
6 Such perfection her finely sewn cloak.

Dragon shears lie across her knees,

2T Rouzer, Articulated Ladies 139.

%8 Trans. by Anne Birrell with modification of Line 11. See Birrell, New Songs 198-99. The
original title is “To harmonize with Xu Lushi’s Poem on Seeing His Wife Making Beddings” FIf##%=H R,
AALEELE. 1 follow Birrell’s translation of the title, “Her Late Boudoir.”
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Painted ruler slips down her skirt front.
Pressing iron, sheen of gilt varnish,
Needle spool cased in ivory.

Cloth cut into joint-love pleats,”
Designed as nestling mandarin ducks.

In sewing she uses double needle thread,
For padding a silkworm’s eightfold thread.
Perfume laced with Liqiu nectar

And musk exhaling Zhongtai smoke

Now enter lapis lazuli bedcurtains,
Suffuse Mount Tai rugs.

Besides she has a carved stove warm,
Unlike the round fan rejected.

She fears more keenly wartime separation:
An empty bed and futile self-pity.

(YTXY 7.289)

FEEO, HRERE. AFETRE, BiEPBE.

AERAESEDT. REVIRERR L, EREKAET. H}2RE,

KEBGEE, XFEEE. A%, £2/\8k.
L ILRERER

ErbrhEmE. CASHEIE, SR

\

ERMEER, ERIEE .

FHAEBTH,
BERTE.
EHIEKE,
FEF BRI,

* Here I modify Birrell’s translation according to my reading of the line from the edition I use.
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Although her room is located in a secluded area and sheltered with blinds and curtains,
the poet still tries to slip through with his gaze. He discovers that she is sewing, an
ordinary female activity, yet the poet will find something interesting as he watches. Each
detail of the woman’s activity and surroundings is being examined: her slim hands, her
fine materials and decorated tailoring tools, and the clothes she is making. The images of
“joint-love pleats” and “nestling mandarin ducks” obviously reveal the theme of the
poem: she is waiting and preparing for a reunion and passionate consummation. Once the
theme is revealed, the poet continues to depict her careful tailoring and the luxurious
decorations of her room to convey the perfect environment for the release of passion and
how much she values the love union she is going to have. However, the concluding lines
take an abrupt, subversive turn. The poet seems to put the female persona at ease by
subverting the allusion of “the round fan”— a symbol of the abandoned woman derived
from the story of Ban Jieyu’—but he does not foreclose the possibility that she might
still end up with an empty bed if he is recruited into the army. The delay to reveal the sad
ending only serves to make a stronger anticlimax. This is a masterpiece of palace-style
tale with playful cleverness.

Sometimes, the neglect is depicted through the persona’s subjective feeling of the

coldness of the boudoir. The cold boudoir (han gui ZE[E]) or the cold night in the boudoir

is a common theme in the anthology. There are several poems directly entitled “The Cold
Boudoir.” It 1s not necessarily a cold season, but the absence of “him” that makes the
solitary woman feel chilled:

There is no news from the wanderer,

*® For this poem attributed to Ban Jieyu, see YTXY 1.25-26.

41



The empty boudoir is quiet and cold.

Wind harsh—the morning loom is dry,

Mirror dim—it is hard to apply makeup by night.
Her waist was originally slender,

But the sash now is even looser.

(YTXY 8.376)

TAEEE, ZEREE. BT,

SR . PERIEE /N, KSR
Another poem informs the reader how the coldness of the season becomes unbearable for
a woman after her lover is gone:

After we parted the spring pool looked different,

Lotus died, ice seemed to form.

In my sewing-box the shears felt cold,

On the mirrorstand my face-cream froze.

My slender waist become so frail

Can hardly bear the coldness of the clothes.*’

(YTXY 8.346)

FRBEME, EKEK. FFEITM,

Z FiafegE. MBS, BT E.
Everything she sees and touches is cold and frozen. Certainly it is not merely because of
the winter, but more the result of her loneliness. The cold boudoir without a male

companion is now an alien space for a woman to live in. Neither of the above poems

3! Trans. by Anne Birrell in New Songs 220. For another translation and discussion of this poem,
see also Robertson, “Voicing the Feminine” 70.
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directly addresses the female persona’s emotion at all, but only describes her appearance
and the external environment surrounding her. Every detail, however, serves to express
the grief of separation.

The boudoir is also differentiated according to seasons. As Birrell points out, the
perceived parallel between the cycle of nature and the span of human life had long been
held in Chinese philosophical and literary tradition: human life is as transient as the
seasons.”” The depiction of seasonal boudoirs in palace verses reflects this common
perception. As Birrell notes, spring and autumn scenes are the two most common motifs
because in these two seasons nature undergoes the most fundamental and visible changes
that can strike melancholy chords in the abandoned woman.>® Spring, the season during
which everything is flourishing, is an amorous season. Flowers, metaphor of feminine
beauty, are brought to bloom by the east wind, sun, and rain. Human love in palace
poems, however, does not mirror the patterns of nature in a smooth way. Court poets
often twist these cultural assumptions to express the emotions of yearning or loss.
Against the flourishing background of the spring, the boudoir is a place denied access to
love; passion is in no way fulfilled:

The Spring Night
The spring night is still long,
My amorous heart is not broken just once.
The moonlight shapes the shadow of the garden and tower,

The wind brings to me the aroma of flowers and trees.

32 Birrell, New Songs 15. For an early example linking human aging with seasonal changes, see
lines 7-10 in Qu Yuan’s “Li sao” (Encountering Sorrow) in the Chu ci 2. For a thematic analysis of
lamentation over human transience expressed in Han yuefu poetry such as the Nineteen Old Poems, see Cai
Zongqi, The Matrix of Lyric Transformation 69-74.

* Birrell, New Songs 15.

43



Who can face the paired swallows

And stay in the empty bed feeling indifference?

(YTXY 8.366)

FEHEER, OB HrEEE,

JERICRIT . SERERI A, IR TZEIK.
The spring night would be short when spent in an enjoyable way. However, the woman in
this poem feels that it is painfully long. Her time is ironically wasted under the bright
moon and in front of fragrant flowers. To break her heart more, a pair of swallows, both a
spring sign and a symbol of love, offers a further contrast to her loneliness. Thus, the
rhetorical question raised in the final two lines complains about the difficulty of going to
the empty bed, both a typical rhetoric asserting the abandonment plaint and a tantalizing
gesture to the male reader.

Autumn is a season of withering: leaves fall, and flowers fade. Nature is finishing
one cycle, but passion has not been fulfilled in the boudoir and the unfulfilled passion
grows into a deeper sorrow:

Dawn River dies on a tall ridge-pole.

The slanting moon halfway over an empty garden.
Fallen leaves cross the window sill,

Beyond the blind flitting fireflies are trapped.

Full of love she lowers kingfisher drapes,

Tearful shuts the gold screen.

My long promised love has not come back,

Spring grass though chill is green once more.
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My love for you is unswerving

When will the North Star veer?**

(YTXY 5.214)

BT AR, BHPRE. BhERE, fRERE. S1F TRk,

wEHER. BSRKR, REREE. BEEEYS, ARIIRE.
This poem is titled “Boudoir Plaint” %8, explicitly indicating its theme. The plaint

arises as the woman’s lover has broken his promise to return. The mention of the new
growth of “spring grass” suggests the imminent arrival of spring and that she has been
waiting for their reunion for a long time. Time passes by meaninglessly in the lonely
boudoir. The seasonal changes only remind her of the bitterness of waiting and the

evanescence of life and love.

With examples from the Yutai xinyong, I have shown the two often interlocking major
thematic concerns associated with the boudoir setting—female lamentation and the
appreciation of feminine beauty, as well as major formulaic modes of expression.
Through their literary practice of a palace style and their anthologizing efforts in
compiling the Yutai xinyong, Xiao Gang and his courtiers consequently established the
aesthetic space of the women’s chambers in the Chinese poetic tradition. One can safely
say that the anthology represents a significant moment in the founding of the sub-genre of
boudoir poetry. Distancing themselves from the orthodox view of poetry while devoting
themselves to the depiction of women’s bodies and bedrooms made the court poets a

target of attack by many critics from the Sui on. Palace-style poetry became the synonym

* Trans. by Anne Birrell in New Songs 158-9.
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for ‘decadence’ and “the tone of a lost dynasty.”> The aesthetic site of the women’s
boudoir it helped to craft, however, rooted itself, if marginally, in the poetic imagination
of later ages. It left behind a rich discourse that influenced later poets on boudoir themes
for centuries, even when they adapted the language to other interests.

It is believed that palace-style poetry gradually declined in the early Tang.
However, it never really died out; later generations carried on the tradition in various
ways. A widely recognized renewal of palace poetry themes and technique was occurring

in the hands of late Tang poets such as Li He 22 (791-817), Wen Tingyun & FE# (ca.
812-ca. 866) and Li Shangyin Z5F& (8132-58).%® What these three hold in common is

their unconventional use of palace poetry conventions. The play of palace poetry
conventions by these poets suggests that they were acutely conscious of such conventions;
paradoxically they wrote both within and beyond the tradition. As Paul Rouzer points out,
these late Tang poets mastered the palace-style to the extent that they “could use palace
poetry to comment on the genre itself or to point consciously to the historical

circumstances that produced it.”’

Among the Flowers:
The Development of Boudoir Aesthetics in the Lyric

Unlike palace-style poetry, the ci, an alternative approach deviating from the orthodox shi
poetics, arose from the very beginning as a popular form exploring love themes. Inspired

by their involvement in the courtesan and singing girl’s quarters, literati authors

33 Many scholars have noted the immorality associated with palace-style writing. For an early
study making such an observation, see Marney, Liang Chien-wen Ti 115-7. Fusheng Wu’s The Poetics of
Decadence views “decadent poetry” as a sub-genre, arguing that the poetry poses a challenge to the
orthodox poetic canon. For a review of the critiques of palace-style poetry, see Wu, The Poetics of
Decadence 33-36.

3 See, for example, Rouzer, Writing Another’s Dream; Wu, The Poetics of Decadence Chapters 3-
5.

%" Rouzer, Writing Another’s Dream 70.
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developed the ci as a genre expressing private love and sentiment.’® This section focuses
on another founding moment of boudoir poetics marked by the Huajian ji, generally
recognized as the first major c¢i anthology, to examine how the boudoir topos established
in shi poetry resurfaces. The significance of the Huajian ji should not be underestimated
if we consider the role it played in establishing the generic conventions of the ci. Like the
Yutai xinyong, it was also compiled with well-defined boundaries. It consists of five
hundred ci divided into ten chapters, a collection of lyrics mostly written during the Five
Dynasties (the mid 9™ through the mid 10" centuries).”” The authors are exclusively male
literati, who were either from the local areas of the Shu or had fled there from Chang’an,
the capital of the fallen Tang.*® The lyrics included in this anthology also fashion a world
of women and love with sensual beauty and tender pathos. They bear a strong
resemblance to palace-style verses in their thematic scope and descriptive imagery. In
fact, as Grace S. Fong points out, the depiction of the boudoir setting in early ci is largely
indebted to its stylistic and thematic precedents such as palace/boudoir lament poetry in
the Southern Dynasties.*'

Ironically, it is because of this obvious similarity to earlier love songs and poems
such as palace-style poetry that the author of the preface to the Hugjian ji, Ouyang Jiong

EXRZ A (896-971) feels compelled to distinguish the Huajian lyrics from the former. He

singles out palace-style poetry as the target of his criticism: “The gongti [shi] of the

Southern Dynasties has revived the music of the prostitute’s quarters. Not only was its

3% There are many debates regarding the origin of the ci. My argument focuses on the literati
practice. For a review of the evolution of the genre in its broader social and cultural contexts, see Chang,
The Evolution of Chinese Tz 'u Poetry, Intro. See also Lin, “The Formation of a Distinct Generic Identity”
375-91.

% It includes a few Tang Poets.

® Fusek, Among the Flowers 12.

I Fong, “Persona and Mask” 460.
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language uncultured; it was superficially elegant without substance.” HFHEH =8, Bk

BB ISR, FrEEHm-RE. * His critique of the gongti shi is
somewhat ironic. The charge of “xiu er bu shi” can also be used against the Huajian style.

In his postscript to a Song edition of the Huajian anthology, Chao Qianzhi 5.~ makes

a similar critique within an overall positive comment: “even though its language is

decadent and useless in saving the world, it can be called crafted” #t3 BE, fEFHN
i, FRATEE T.2.* Ouyang Jiong’s excessively ornate yet ambiguous preface cannot be

taken at face value. As Pauline Yu has shown, his real concern is to elevate the literati’s
ci to a more respectable status.** His anxiety lies in the interrelationship between the
literati ci and songs of more popular origin. Thus, he painstakingly distances the Hugjian

ci from “ditties of the lotus boat” (lianzhou yin 315 [), but situates it within the

tradition of more respectable forms such as the song lyrics by Li Bai.

The central message conveyed in Ouyang’s preface is that the literati should feel
proud in composing and enjoying the ci form as a high art. Lavish private and official
banquets are often mentioned in the preface, which reveal the social setting and
entertainment function of the ci. Ouyang feels no shame in talking about this entertaining
aspect, but he is concerned about the literary quality of the form. He is right in pointing
out the high craftsmanship of the Huajian lyrics cultivated in the hands of literati authors.
The lyrics are indeed more sophisticated in their descriptive artifices and more evocative
in expressing the moods of love, even though they are still in the process of development,

and far from the more elevated poetic genre as it was to become in the Song period. Due

“2 Quoted in HJJ 221.
3 Quoted in HJJ 221.
* Yu, “Song Lyrics and the Canon” 75.
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to its musical association, the ci requires special linguistic demands and has thus
generated more varied forms of expression.

The major thematic concerns associated with the boudoir setting in the Huajian ji
are still to express nostalgia for lost loves (most often from a woman’s point of view) and
appreciation of feminine beauty and the erotic.” However, the ci form added more lyrical
qualities to the love stories. In general, the poetics and aesthetics of the boudoir are
further developed in three correlated dimensions. First, the central setting is more
consistently constructed as the private chambers of women. The imperial harem, a typical
setting in Southern Dynasties and Tang palace verses, disappears from the Huajian lyrics
as this group of authors were not courtiers but official scholars writing about their private
pursuit of love and pleasure. While at certain times the setting is identified as the
courtesan’s quarters, the boudoir is more often depicted as a homogeneous and
essentialized feminine setting rather than socially and historically differentiated women’s
lived spaces. In referring to the women’s chambers, they use a variety of terms graced by

aesthetic elegance, such as xianggui ZF (the fragrant boudoir), hongchuang %[ %5 (the
red window), liichuang %%%5 (the green window), xiuge %% (the pavilion of

embroidery), and so on. Among them, liichuang, a window with a green-gauze screen, is
the most popular term. A synecdochic reference to the boudoir, it had already been used
in Tang poetry, but it was through the Huajian poets’ particular construction that the term
acquired its aesthetic quality with feminine connotations, and gained its popularity in

later ages. Both Wen Tingyun and Wei Zhuang &t (ca. 836-910), the two prominent

% There are a few poems in which love sentiments are expressed from the perspective of the male
lover. Although the male perspective can be identified through some specific referential information, the
sentiments are not significantly different from those expressed from the perspective of the female persona.
For a discussion of the male voice in the Huajian ji, see Samei, Gendered Persona 176-81.
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poets among the Huajian authors, frequently use “the green window” as a central image

in their lyrics. For example, Wen Tingyun’s well-cited lyric to the tune Pusa man S

reads:

Jade tower, bright moon, I always remember;
The willow branches were long and graceful in a languorous spring.
Outside the gate grasses grew luxuriantly.

While seeing you off, I heard the horse’s neigh.

On patterned silk, golden kingfishers;

Fragrant candles melt into tears.

Flowers fall, the cuckoo cries;

At the green window, the remnant of a dream dims.

(HJJ 1.4)
FEFARMERE, hSREES. P EESE, RERRW.
BERESHEE, THEIEIIR. EETHR, SREEEK.

This lyric of two stanzas constructs an indistinct world of memory, reality, and dream.

While the first stanza deals with a scenario fresh in memory, the second depicts a real

scene which blurs into a dream. The sorrow of separation, the bitterness of waiting, and

the confusion between reality and dream (there may also be the happiness of a brief

reunion in the dream followed by the pain upon awakening) are all framed by “the green

window.”

Second, the Huajian songs employ more imagistic language than propositional

statement; more connotative than direct expression. Rather than offering an overview of
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the woman’s image and her space, the poet prefers to select isolated, dense imagery to

intensify the sensual impression of the scenario. Wen Tingyun has been hailed by ci

critics as a master in employing coded imagery. His lines “Stitched in the silk of her

bright new coat / Golden-threaded partridges fly pair by pair” FiGfiFEE, HEELSHEEE

are frequently quoted to show the intense aesthetic and connotative effect created by the

image of the golden partridges flying in tandem: superficial beauty is combined with the

deeper longing for love. Here, I quote another of Wen’s lyrics to the tune Pusa man in its

entirety to show more fully his typical approach to the depiction of a woman in the

boudoir:

Within a crystal curtain, a pillow of crystal;
Warm fragrances rouse dreams in mandarin duck brocade.
Along the river, willows like mist.

Geese fly beneath a sky of waning moon.

Her lotus threads are a light autumn tint,
Cloth-doll ribbons cut unevenly.
Side curls concealed by fragrant red,

Jade hairpins—a breeze in her hair.*¢

(HJJ1.2)
KRR, IREESEEN. L EUNE, ERBAX.
FER b G, A2, SRIEEA, REGHLER.

“ Trans. by Paul Rouzer in Writing Another’s Dream 64-65.

51



This ci is composed of two stanzas and three scenarios. The first stanza sets up the
boudoir setting by juxtaposing two separate scenes. It begins with a close-up of the bed,
drawing our attention to three images: the crystal curtain, the crystal pillow, and the
mandarin duck brocade. The contrasting qualities of these images, as a result of the poet’s
careful selection, strengthen our sensual impression of the setting. They are not only
material elements of the bedroom, but also reveal the love theme of this lyric. We are not
informed of any human presence at this moment, but the dream roused by the mandarin
ducks suggests an atmosphere of love. The poet then shifts the gaze from the bed to a
broader view of the river bank. This second scene, often suggestive of traveling, either
implies her lover’s departure, or expectation of his return. Either possibility, however,
points to the fact that the male lover is absent. Finally, the poet spends the whole second
stanza describing the one left behind in the boudoir. She is described as if void of
emotion. Only the movement of her hairpins leaves the reader to imagine what may have
disturbed her.

Rather than asserting the female persona’s concerns and emotions, her state of
mind is hinted at through the use of objects. A common approach in the Huajian lyrics,
this also resembles the yongwu mode yet with a different agenda: it neither celebrates the
object itself nor explores the symbolic meaning of the object, but uses the object as a
vehicle to convey the subjective feelings of the persona. Centered on one single image of
the Wutong tree on a rainy night, another Wen Tingyun lyric to the tune Genglou zi
illustrates this artistic effect:

Incense in the jade burner,

Tears of the red candle
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Just shine on autumn grief in the painted hall.
Brow-kohl pales,
Side-curl clouds thin:

The night is long, coverlet and pillow cold.

Wutong trees

In the midnight rain

Don’t need to say the grief felt right now at parting.

Leaf by leaf,

Sound by sound,

They drop on empty stairs till dawn."’

(HJJ 1.8)

EEE, AR, REEEKE, B2E, RER. RERS2HUE.

B, —FW. EMEEY. 3, 88, ZRETE.
Having revealed the theme of love-longing in the first stanza, the second part of the lyric
is devoted to the depiction of the woman’s feelings. However, the poet does not directly
approach her emotion, but turns to a description of the external world to reflect her
internal emotional state. The central image is the Wutong tree with big leaves, a kind of
tree associated with the nest of the phoenix in legend. It is supposed to be a symbol of
love’s reunion, but ironically witnesses the pain of separation in this poem. It is a rainy
night in autumn; raindrops are splashing on Wutong leaves. Unable to sleep, the female

persona is alert to every noise the rain makes throughout the long night. The three-

“7 Translation based on Paul Rouzer’s in Writing Another’s Dream 66-67.
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character line facilitated by the ci form provides a fitting rhythm to vividly convey the
process of raindrops falling on the leaves. The poet does not need to tell how painful the
lonely night is for the woman; each drop from the rainy tree measures each intensification
of her suffering. This lyric is the epitome of the Huajian poets’ skills at evocation.
Third, the Huajian poets pay particular attention to creating a sensuous world in
the boudoir. The sensuous tone also typifies the Southern Dynasties’ palace verses, but
the Huajian lyrics bring it to a new level due to the special properties of the ¢i form and
the lyrical writers’ imagistic approach. With particular attention paid to sensual details
and delicate diction, the vocabulary of the Huajian poets for describing women’s image
and boudoir is largely expanded. Terms regarding women’s appearance and boudoir
accoutrements are also enriched. Recent studies of the anthology have provided some
statistical results showing word frequency used by the ci writers.*® More than twenty
nouns and terms used most frequently in the Hugjian lyrics are centered on the boudoir
furnishings and environment, many of which emphasize the sensual aspects of women’s
image and their boudoir such as color, scent, and other material qualities.* In depicting
the boudoir setting, they try to catch any sensual reflection of the space: color, smell,
sound, and touch. As a statistical study shows, the Hugjian poets tend to use the green

color series such as bi 2 and ging F for color; jin $ (gold) and yu Xk (jade) for

1-50

materials; and xiang Z (scented) for smell.” Of course, these are natural choices largely

resulting from the actual living conditions and lifestyles of the women about whom the

poets write. The emphasis on these aspects, however, suggests the Huajian poets’ interest

“8 See, for example, Gao Feng S, Huajian ci yanjiu TERIEIRESE 47-50.
* Gao Feng, Huajian ci yanjiu 49.
*® Hong Huasui gt#Ef#, “Huajian ci” JE[51E 218-73.
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and approach. The following lyrical piece to the tune Su zhong qing SR & by Wei
Chengban F{#KIH further shows how the sensual aspects of the boudoir setting are
specially highlighted in his imagination:

Clouds pass from the Milky Way, the jade clock runs on.

The chirp of a cricket fills the quiet hall.

The bamboo mats are frosty.

The green window is chilly.

The red candle splashes its perfumed tears.

A chilled light seeps from the bright moon.

It cuts at one’s own heart.

How can one bear to be so alone and walk beside the pond,
And see the mandarin ducks!”!

(HJJ9.167)
IREERLRE, BREEE. 589, 26 EREE. &%
HEZL, EAEG. ARRESHE, HEE.

This lyric is very short yet extremely rich in sensuous details presented from the female
persona’s perception: the sound of the jade clock, the chirp of a cricket, the chill of the
bamboo mats, the cold outside the green window, the redness and scent of the candle, the
pain brought by the brightness of the moonlight and paired mandarin ducks. In seeing

what she sees, hearing what she hears, smelling what she smells, and feeling what she

3! Trans. by Lois Fusek in Fusek, Among the Flowers 165.

55



feels, we have been led to experience, though paradoxically, the subjective world of a

woman in the boudoir as perceived by a male author.

In sum, the Huajian poets were able to craft an evocative and emotive world of the
boudoir, and reinforced its topos as thematic locus of feminine beauty, sexuality, and love.
If the practice of palace poetry brought the boudoir to the front of the poetic agenda, the
Huajian poets refined it in the poetics of ci. The male lover is still absent from the
boudoir, but the direct remark found in palace verses—such as the voice complaining
about “the empty bed”—is replaced with indirect suggestion. The emptiness of the space
is depicted through the woman’s sense of ennui and melancholy. There are also a few
poems adopting a frank and explicit tone in asserting sexual desire and love, but the
language in general is allusive and connotative. The Huajian lyrics are replete with erotic
elements, but they are more often suggested through images and metaphors. Although the
Huajian ji represents an early stage in the ci practice, its collection of lyrics paved the

way for the feminine/wanyue W% aesthetics of the ci genre recognized in later ages. The

Huajian lyrics as a whole came to function as a repertory of the subjects, themes, and
language that influenced practitioners of the lyric in subsequent periods. As Yeh Chia-
ying claims, “It was only with the appearance of [Huajian ji] that [ci] achieved
widespread recognition as a new genre with its own special characteristics and began to

exert an influence that continued well after [ci] had developed into other channels.”*

Convention and Transformation:
The New Aesthetics of the Boudoir in Song ci

52 Yeh, “Ambiguity and The Female Voice in ‘Hua-chien Songs™ 121.
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The gongti shi and Hugjian lyric each represents a crucial stage of development in
boudoir poetics and aesthetics. After them, we do not witness any more monumental
moments marked by anthologies of canonical status like the Yutai xinyong and Huajian
7i.>> With highly conventionalized themes, sentiments, settings, and imagery, boudoir
poetry left limited margins for further development if one chose to write within its narrow
thematic scope. As Ronald Egan points out in his study of the Northern Song poet

Ouyang Xiu BXf5 (1007-72), the subjects and themes of the songwriters of Ouyang

Xiu’s generation were still largely confined to those of the Huajian ji tradition.* First,

consider his ci to the tune Lin jiang xian E&TA|l] , a song with an erotic theme:*

Faint thunder beyond the willows, rain in the pool.

Rain, the sound of it hitting and shattering lotus.

Over the western corner of the building a fragment of rainbow glows.
They lean against the banister,

And wait for the moon to rise.

Swallows come to spy under painted beams,

The curtain hangs down from its jade hook.

The cool waves subside and the bamboo mat is still.
Beside the two crystal pillows

A fallen hairpin lies.*®

%3 Here, I use the concept of canon in Wendell Harris’ sense of “nonce canon,” which promotes a
body of texts embracing an emerging new literary style or taste. See Harris, “Canonicity” 112, 116.

54 Egan, The Literary Works of Ou-yang Hsiu 133.

% For a discussion of this ci and the anecdote describing the circumstances under which the poet
wrote this ci, see Egan, The Literary Works of Ou-yang Hsiu 135-7.

% Trans. by Ronald Egan in The Literary Works of Ou-yang Hsiu 136.
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(OSC 1.140)

B ERY, RO . MBI, WA, 5

AL, HTRKRFEER, EWETHEE. BUCAEERT, KEE

tL, BEEEEEUE.
This poem tells a story through cinematic shifts of scene. It begins with a broader view of
the surroundings, and gradually moves from outdoor scenes and events to indoor ones as
time passes. Once indoors, the reader is held at a distance from what is happening there.
Only the inquisitive gaze of swallows is allowed. Finally, the poet invites the reader to
focus on the lovers’ bed—the bamboo mat woven with wave-like patterns, paired crystal
pillows, and a fallen hairpin—a scene after love-making. Although these coded images
are also repeatedly employed in the Hugjian ji, Ouyang Xiu’s description of the scene is
obviously inspired by the Tang poet Li Shangyin’s lines, “The amber pillow on the wave-

patterned bamboo mat / Beside it is a fallen hairpin with kingfisher feathers” 7K 3 3§
Hkk, B FEENZZ #R%. 7 His opening lines, as Egan points out, are also derived from Li

Shangyin’s “Faint thunder sounds beyond the lotus pond.”*® Borrowing phrases and lines
from earlier works, Egan observes, is not a personal tendency of Ouyang Xiu, but a
common textual strategy of songwriters of his time.>® Borrowing or adapting well-known
lines, especially from late Tang verse, is a practice encouraged by ci critics in order to
add a quality of elegance to the ci writing. Shen Yifu, for example, advises that “in

seeking [material for] diction, one should look for fine and unvulgar lines from the poetry

ST OTS 541.6222
38 Egan, The Literary Works of Ou-yang Hsiu156.
%® Egan, The Literary Works of Ou-yang Hsiul54.
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of Wen Tingyun, Li He and Li Shangyin.”*® Whether it is conscious borrowing or
unconscious intertextual influences, a basis of recognized idioms is necessary to show the
writer’s familiarity with the tradition.

Of course, Ouyang Xiu, a writer with great creativity, can go further than
borrowing lines; he is limited only by generic convention. Here I would like to take

another widely circulated work of Ouyang Xiu to the tune Die lian hua ¥E5#HE, a lyric

considered to be a masterpiece of the boudoir lament, to illustrate the interplay between
tradition and innovation:®'

The inner courtyard deep, so deep, how deep is it?

Willows pile up mist,

Blinds and curtains are of endless layers.

Where bridle of jade and carved saddle are seeking pleasure,

From the high tower, the road to Zhang Terrace cannot be seen.

The rain rages and the wind blusters on an evening in the third month,
The door closes twilight in—

No way to induce Spring to stay.

Tearful eyes ask the flowers, but the flowers are silent,

Confused red petals fly over the swing.*

(OYXQJ 231-32)

% As quoted in Fong, Wu Wenying 50.

®! This ci has also been attributed to Feng Yansi, but scholars such as James Liu think that its style
is closer to Ouyang Xiu’s. See Liu, Major Lyricists 43. The authorship of this ¢i does not matter for my
discussion of the development of the boudoir poetics by literati authors.

62 Trans. by James Liu in Liu, Major Lyricists 43 with modifications.
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FEBCORIRGRAT ? AR, MR E . REIMGE, a1
REZE. WHEE=HE, MEss, SGHEEE. RIRMEEr
ey BLALTRUSHEER .

Ouyang Xiu is telling an old story: the abandoned woman longing for her absent lover.
The allusion in the fourth and fifth lines to the male wanderer frequenting the pleasure
quarters is a cliché. However, the poet both literally and aesthetically explores the
feminine world of the boudoir to a greater “depth” than his predecessors. The poet begins
by questioning how deep the inner courtyard is, which of course points to not merely its
physical depth. It is so immeasurable that even the writer seems lost in it. This
immeasurable depth, however, paradoxically measures the deeper sense of the woman’s
confinement within her boudoir (through its extension, the courtyard, in this case). The
boudoir, by convention so readily open to voyeurism, is no longer available for easy
connoisseurship in this lyric; one has to measure its boundaries by one’s own imagination.
The way in which the poet ends his lyric is also craftily plotted, letting the fall of fragile
blossoms speak for the destiny of the woman. Like Wen Tingyun, Ouyang Xiu also relies
heavily on evocative images. The differences between their wéys of employing coded
images is that Ouyang Xiu does not juxtapose isolated images together, but starts with an
image and goes on to elaborate it as part of an event. This lyric has been widely hailed for

its high literary quality. The high songstress Li Qingzhao Z=7EHH (1081-1155)

appreciated this lyric very much, especially the opening line “The inner courtyard deep,

so deep, how deep is it,” and wrote several lyrics beginning with the same line.%

83 For these lyrics, see LOZJ 105-10.
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The representation of women and love surrounded by the boudoir environment
prevailed in ci poetics from the late Tang through the Five Dynasties and early Song, and
they continued to constitute a time-honored aspect of the feminized poetics and aesthetics
of the genre in later ages. The two lyrics by Ouyang Xiu discussed above are two
classical models representing the themes of amorous and sensual feelings and the grief of
separation. However, along with the general developments of the ci, while the old
convention was reinforced, the ground of the boudoir topos was also expanded. As the ci
matured into a sophisticated literary art in the Song period, its compositional scope was
largely expanded both in terms of thematics and stylistics. The widely recognized trend is

of course the rise of the masculine/haofang Z=J/ lyrics from the Northern Song for

expressing male poets’ political and heroic sentiments. Within the dimension of
feminine/wanyue style, lyricists also began to explore the breadth and depth of their inner,
private world.

The lyrics by the prominent ci writer Li Qingzhao can illustrate this remarkable
change at its best. A genre shaped by the voice and feeling of women (though to a large
extent constructed by male literati authors), the ci seemed to have provided “a ‘natural’
mode of expression” to women.** Li Qingzhao’s lyrics indeed fully embrace the generic
convention in expressing her sentiments as a woman (of course within de-eroticized,
“clean” boundaries as Fong suggests).65 However, she often pushed the generic
conventions to the limits in order to accommodate the depth, intensity, and complexity of
her inner feelings. The major themes of Li Qingzhao’s lyrics centered on the boudoir

setting may still be the depressed feelings of the lovelorn woman, but the moods and

* Fong, “Engendering the Lyric” 121.
% Fong, “Engendering the Lyric” 121.
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sentiments expressed in the poem are expansive and complex. The following lyric to a

long tune Fenghuangtai shang yi chui xiao B2 Z {EWHE provides an example of Li

Qingzhao’s approach to the conventional theme of sorrow over separation:

The incense chilled in golden lions,

2 The coverlet rumpled like red waves:
I get up but am too lazy to comb my hair.

4 Let the precious mirror be covered with dust,
And the sun climbs as high as the curtain hook.

6 So afraid of rootless sorrow and smoldering resentment,
There are so many things

8 That I would like to say but don’t.
The reason I have grown so skinny lately

10 Is not because of too much wine,

Nor 1s it due to autumn sadness.

12 Over! It’s all over!
When you left this last time,

14 Not even a thousand, ten thousand “Yang Pass” songs
Could keep you here.

16 Remembering my Wuling fisherman now so far away,
Mist locks in the tower.

18 None but the flowing stream in front of the tower

Seems to remember me
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20 Gazing upon it all day.
Where the gaze is frozen

22 From now on there should add
A new sorrow.%
(LOZJ 59-60)

FEdi - BEIALR - RERIE B - EEREEW - B L8 - AR

] ZOH - GRFEK - SHE > FFHRE > ARk - KK B

i

- TEEGR - thREEY - SRR - EHEE - GBI - B
B~ EEEE - BEER © RS5O - —BOTRE -
Like Ouyang Xiu, Li Qingzhao often borrowed others’ lines. The first two lines are

adaptations of the famous lines by Li Qingzhao’s contemporary male lyricists: Xie Yi’s

3% “Incense is finished, and chilled in golden lions” FF¥5E& A, and Liu Yong’s 7k
“The coverlet embroidered with Mandarin ducks rumpled like red waves” & &G FAL
8.9 Playing with these famous lines, the woman poet sketches a typical boudoir setting.

What follows is also a typical image of a woman listlessly dwelling in her boudoir.
However, as a first-person persona projected in the rest of the lyric begins to voice what
she feels about her situation, we encounter a story that seems not so familiar. The theme
is revealed in the second stanza as the sorrow over separation, but it is not a simple matter
of missing somebody who is away; expressing this sorrow seems to have some unwanted
implications. She can only give you some clues that her emotional trouble is not caused

by obvious reasons. This withholding of “truth” may partly be an aesthetic effect of

% Trans. by Wilt Idema and Beata Grant with modifications. See Idema and Grant, The Red Brush
225-6.
%7 For Xie Yi and Liu Yong’s lines sce respectively OSC 2.649; 1.25.
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indirectness the author intended to pursue, and may partly be the result of conventional
language that is too limited to describe the complicated feelings her persona holds within.
The female voice presented in this lyric is different from the outcry of grief over
abandonment expressed in early works on the boudoir plaint. As lines 6-12 suggest, it is
more interested in exploring how to express her sorrow than in voicing the sorrow itself.
It reads like the writing subject self-consciously searching for a better mode of expression.
With the support of solid historical evidence of her life and literary practice, the
case of Li Qingzhao provides more historical credibility for the autobiographical reading
of her lyrics. Although I do not view her texts as mirroring her actual life experience, I
believe that the poet’s subjective experience and perspective as a woman dwelling in the
boudoir were a major source inspiring her to bring personal touches to the boudoir stories

in her lyrics. Consider the following lyric to the tune Yong yu le 7KkB%%:

The setting sun melts into gold,

The evening clouds merge into a disk of jade,

But where on earth is he?

The mist that dyes the willows is so heavy,

The flute that plays “The Plum Tree” sounds resentful—
God knows how many, many thoughts of spring!

The festival of the First Night,

A weather that is nice and pleasant—

But later there is bound to be some wind and rain.
People come to fetch me—

Fragrant carts and finest horses—
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But I decline the invitations of those companions of poetry and wine.

In those glory days of Kaifeng

Leisure reigned in the inner quarters

And I remember how we relished the Three Times Five:
Kingfisher-feather little chaplets,

Snow-willow hairpins rolled of gold,

As each tried to outdo the other with her headdress!
But now [ am a bag of bones,

My hair disheveled and turning gray—

I’m afraid to be seen when going out at night.

Far better 1 should from

Behind a lowered blind

Just listen to other people’s laughter.®®

(LOZJ 150)

‘HEE  HEGE > AR - FUIER - WIBER » BRI

1

5 o TUEEET > BIFIRE > KESHETW - 2-HE - FHEES » #ifth
BEAHEF S RNEH - MR IBRE=T - MEER IR
SEM - BT - SR - NERR - HRARIE - Tl
M~ FRET - BEASKEE -

This lyric presents the perspective of an aged woman. Although previous poets do

sometimes invoke the image of old women such as old palace women in their poems,

% Trans. by Wilt Idema and Beata Grant in Idema and Grant, The Red Brush 232.
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young and attractive female personae are a common place. The perspective and voice of
the old woman elaborated in this lyric have never been encountered before. It is generally
held that this lyric was written in Li Qingzhao’s later years after she moved to the south.
Whether or not it is necessary to read this lyric against the background of the author’s life,
the author was definitely inspired by her widowed life in constructing the boudoir story in
this lyric. It embraces several major motifs, such as separation (by death), loneliness,
nostalgia for youthful years, and sorrow over aging. These motifs are not new, but the
poet weaves them together, yielding a fresh perspective on the old theme of a lonely
woman in her boudoir. Importantly, the lonely situation in the boudoir is a choice, a
choice made by an old woman who understands the place where she has to be. Her
gesture refusing company and public attention in order to guard self-esteem is
unconventional, yet echoes the idiosyncratic voice adopted by other poems of Li
Qingzhao.

With personal touches, Li Qingzhao individualized her boudoir stories. However,
the unconventional stamp Li Qingzhao marks on her boudoir lyrics are not always
personal traits. She also introduced other literati conventions into her depiction of the
boudoir life by infusing rich details regarding her lifestyle as a literata as important
motifs, such as drinking, admiring flowers, and moments of leisure and meditation. For
example, in a lyric to the tune Su zhong qing, she writes:

Last night I was so tipsy that I removed my headdress late,
In my hair I still wear a branch of withered plum blossoms.
When I wake, its fragrance shatters my spring dream,

In which the one far away cannot return home.
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Everyone’s quiet,
The moon still lingers,
The kingfisher screens hang down.
Once again I rub the plum’s remaining petals,
Once again I press out its leftover fragrance,
Once again I enjoy it for a moment more.®

LQozs111)

BRI EGE - M B HEEA - REEGRIE - BE i - A

a8 AR - 2275 EE - FRRIREN - FichRdE - B -
Line 4 of this lyric still suggests the theme of a woman missing her absent man. But with
the elaborate motif on appreciating the fragrance of plum blossoms, the lyric reads more
as a serene moment of solitude in the boudoir. The soberness after being slightly drunk
interrupts her dream of reunion with her beloved, but the moon is still her companion,
and the plum blossom comforts her with its fragrance. Interestingly, while her persona is
awakened by the fragrant plum blossoms in this lyric, in another lyric she proposes to
drink till intoxicated in order to celebrate the blossoming of the plum tree in the
courtyard.”® As an unconventional woman poet, Li Qingzhao likes to use drinking motifs

to represent her idiosyncrasy. Admiring plum blossoms is also a gesture to demonstrate

her cultured taste and unusual spirit for the image of plum blossoms stands for nobility

% Translation by Wilt Idema and Beata Grant with minor modifications. See Idema and Grant, The
Red Brush 233.

7 For this lyric to the tune Yujia ao ¥az i, see LOZJ 8.
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and integrity in the literati culture. These rich details of the poet’s daily life subtly change
the sentiments associated with the boudoir setting.

As ci writers, including male authors, began to increasingly explore their
perception of self or emotions in relation to the boudoir or inner space, they consequently
expanded and enriched the boudoir thematics and sentiments. The boudoir setting was
not only associated with explicit love sentiments between men and women, but also other
categories of tender moods including both joy and sorrow. The associated moods may
primarily be those which appear to be derived from the ancient theme of abandoned
woman’s grief, such as loneliness, ennui, depression, and languor, but they are neither
necessarily caused by real reasons like separation from one’s love, nor necessarily belong

to female personae, such as the delicate world embodied in Qin Guan’s Z£#H lyric to the
tune Huan xi sha {72181
An expanse of light chill rises up to the small tower.

This cloudy morning is listless as the end of autumn.

Light smoke and flowing water are dim in the painted screens.

Free-flying catkins are light as a dream,
Boundless threads of rain fine as sorrow.
The ornamented curtain idly hangs on a small silver hook.

(OSC 1.461)
BEESIE PR, B SERIESik. RIERKEFR.
BIEMRACIRIE, SEMMAmR. FHHHE DR,
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Along with the expansion and subtle change of feminine sentiments in general,
the boudoir topos also becomes subtle and complicated. In many cases, it is
indistinguishable from a general interior, domestic setting. Due to her gender, Li
Qingzhao’s lyrics can be read autobiographically as a woman’s expression of her boudoir
sentiments. However, one cannot say for sure what sentiments are embodied in the
following lyric by the male poet Yan Shu Z:5% (991 —1055):

To the Tune Xi gian ying S8

The flame of candle flickers,

The incense tapers to ashes.

At midnight I just wake from my intoxication.

In the painted tower, the faint sounds of the second or third night-watch.

The moon shines softly outside the window.

Dawn curtains hang down,

The startled magpie is gone.

Where is the sweet dream?

Spring has come back to the southern garden.
The tree in the courtyard is a chilled plum.

(OSC 1.94)
B, TS PRETRE. SEBER TR, &7 AR,
BeriE, BiEE. TR EEEEREK EREEE.

Like Li Qingzhao’s ci, Yan Shu’s also captures a moment of sobriety in the midst of

intoxication. The two lyrics share many common elements: the moon, a screen, a dream,

69



and plum blossom. It is not surprising that the two poets both focus on these images, for
they both describe a view at night seen from within the inner, domestic space.”* Only Li
Qingzhao’s piece suggests that the setting is vaguely related to the female gender by the
detéil of removing her headdress (xie zhuang). Although the persona in Yan Shu’s ci can
well be read as gendered feminine, there is no specific information with regard to gender.
The theme of Yan Shu’s poem is also elusive: it addresses the interruption of a sweet
dream like Li Qingzhao’s lyric does, but does not indicate the dream’s content. Nor does
the mention of the return of spring help us to understand the theme. On the one hand, it
can be understood that although spring, the season of youth, love, and hope, has returned,
the persona’s pleasant dream is gone. But on the other hand, it seems to suggest that
while human life offers no good news, there is something hopeful from Nature: spring
has come back, bringing a chilled plum tree to blossom. This poem, if not over-read,
depicts a perception of a domestic environment tinted with a mood of light sorrow, which
is not necessarily understood as the old theme of the boudoir plaint. Another Yan Shu
lyric, similar in style yet expressing a slightly more cheerful mood, reinforces the above
point:

To the Tune Huan xi sha 1501875

Tired of jade goblets after I wake from my hangover.

The incense gets cold, but I am too lazy to scent my clothes.

The early plum blossoms are bursting from sun-drenched branches.

As loneliness has gone with the chilly snow,

" In addition to the view at night, Yan Shu’s ci describes a longer process of time change, from
night to early moming.
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Spring wind is loitering on its way.
The small screens are idly placed; painted curtains hang down.

(OSC 1.89)
EERERET - KL EWHEK - PHLie SR -
EEREYIRE - BFEIIEACRE - /NEHIBRERE -

Yan Shu is believed to have been greatly influenced by the Southern Tang

emperor and poet Li Yu’s Z2/& (937-78) lyrics. As many scholars note, Li Yu was one of

a few pioneering lyricists in articulating the male subjective voice and perspective in the
ci. Li Yu is particularly acknowledged for his manipulation of the abandoned woman
convention in order to express his nostalgia for his lost kingdom.”” Yan Shu seemed also
to have found an emotional outlet for his subjective feelings in projecting a boudoir-like
setting, but his way of engaging with this domestic setting is different from Li Yu’s.
While Li Yu constructs an extraordinary personal perspective as a ruler of a fallen
kingdom by the way he refers to his lost country and palaces, the voice of Yan Shu’s
lyrics quoted above is ambiguous, and the subtle moods it expresses are befitting to the
domestic setting and everyday life. In this way, Yan Shu transforms the conventional
boudoir setting from within and constructs a new domestic space in the lyric for

accommodating private feelings.”

"2 For a discussion of Li Yu’s manipulation of the boudoir convention, see Workman, “The
Bedchamber Topos”. See also Samei, Gendered Persona 83-84.

7 Long before the ci practice, literati authors had invoked daily life in the home setting as a rich
source of representational codes in the shi genre. Early examples can be traced back to Tao Qian &%
(365-427), but mid-Tang poets such as Yuan Zhen JTfE (779-831) and Bai Juyi HH/E 5 (772-846) brought
forth the literati’s private, domestic life as popular subject matter. See Liu Ning ZY2&, Tang Song zhi ji
shige yanbian yanjiu [ER < BEEF I EHBSE, especially 3-10. The representation of the literati’s everyday
lifestyle in the shi genre may have influenced ci writers in choosing the subject matter, but the two genres
are different in aesthetic style.
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Ronald Egan has observed that from the Five Dynasties to the Song, poets
increasingly produced songs whose voice is ambiguous in terms of gender identity.”* But
in most cases, there exists a direct correlation between the gender identifications of the
speaking voice and the characteristics of the setting. The indeterminacy with respect to
gender results partly from the ambiguity of traditional Chinese poetic language, and
partly from the fact that Song male lyricists preferred to directly represent themselves and
their inner states in the lyric from their subjective perspective without employing the
female persona. This subjective perspective is paradoxically constructed through
impersonal, objective description. In other words, it is seemingly objective yet in fact a
“monologue” of the author. In describing his/her perceptions, the poet does not need to
always provide information regarding gender.

Based on the boudoir and by extension the domestic setting, ci writers in the Song
period constructed a feminine world in a broader and more fluid sense. The sentiments
appear to be womanly, but not necessarily women’s. As Fong points out, “[T]he ideal
program of a song lyric of the mainstream feminine [wanyue] style was to articulate
subtle and elusive moods, perceptions, and states of feeling and emotion by means of
feminized, ‘domesticated’ imagery and diction.”” In this way, Song lyricists extended
the territory of the boudoir topos by including subtle, delicate, and fluid feminine beauty
and pathos. It is now a locus of several sets of correlative themes and expressions: the
boudoir plaint, amorous and erotic feelings, and tender pathos related to daily, domestic
life. As the third category itself is elusive, it might not be easily recognized as a standard

area of expression, but would certainly affect poets of later ages when engaging with the

" Egan, Word, Image, and Deed 312.
7 Fong, “Engendering the Lyric” 121.
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genre. With a construction of an ambivalent feminine space in the lyric, Song ci writers
in fact constructed a poetics of “interiority” on two levels: an expression of one’s inner
state of mind framed by perceptions of an inner space. It both accommodates old
conventions and allows more latitude for the poet to explore his/her inner world within its
stylistic limits.

Performing the Literary Past:
The Boudoir Convention in Ming-Qing Poetry

In terms of the classical poetic tradition, writers in the Ming-Qing era lived in the shadow
of previous ages. Confronting the tremendous legacy of early ages, Ming-Qing
practitioners of poetry often felt compelled to manage and reflect on the poetic tradition.
In other words, it was impossible to write their own poetry without meditating upon the
relationship between their practice and the tradition. Time-honored boudoir poetry
continued to assume an important place not only in critical discourse but also in writing
practice by poets of both genders. Before examining women authors’ writing of the
boudoir in succeeding chapters, this section outlines how boudoir poetry was received
and carried on in the broader contexts of male-dominant poetic practices in the Ming and
Qing.

Boudoir poetry in its conventional sense had been alfeady over-developed by the
Ming-Qing era. To sum up, traditional boudoir poetry including both shi and ci genres
serves three correlative or overlapping interests: an aesthetic and erotic appreciation of
feminine beauty and psyche; an expression of love sentiments and other tender moods
related to daily, domestic life; and the metaphoric articulation of political messages

through the tropes of women and love.
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I have schematically ignored the third dimension in previous sections, because on
the surface, all the poems can be read as reflections upon women and love; the political
meaning of the poem on a deeper level is derived from a contextualized historical reading.
However, traditional Chinese hermeneutics indeed complicated the production and
reception of male-authored boudoir poetry, especially the subgenre of boudoir plaint,
guiyuan.’® The method of allegorical reading originates from the Han period exegeses of
the Confucian classic Shi jing and Chu ci. The sexual desire expressed and relationships
described in the texts are read as public and political: the relationship between the female
persona and her lover or husband stands for that between minister and ruler. The typical
poetic situation of unfulfilled desire and lamentation as depicted in the boudoir plaint is
understood as the expression of the minister/poet’s frustrations with political reality. Due
to its unique history of development, allegorical readings were not applied to love lyrics
until very late in the eighteenth century. A group of ci writers and critics, known as the
Changzhou school, made efforts to ascribe the reading and writing of ci to the allegorical
tradition originating in the shi genre.”” The founder Zhang Huiyan 35S (1761-1802),
through compiling the Ci xuan Fr|35E (Anthology of ci), proposed to apply the allegorical
approach to the practice of ci, not only in interpreting previous works such as Wen
Tingyun’s lyrics, but also consciously writing ci with allegorical intent. Although his idea

and interpretations were criticized as rigid and farfetched, the school had lasting

influence on ci writers well into the late Qing and early twentieth century. The allegorical

78 Poetry with erotic themes has been thought to resist allegorical reading because of its particular
attention to the evocation of “glamour and charm” by means of sensual details. See Miao, “Palace-Style
Poetry” 31.

7 On the theory and practice of this school in some length, see Yeh, “The Ch’ang-chou School.”
See also Fong, “Contextualization and Generic Codes.”
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manipulation of the trope of female lament by both male writers composing poetry and
critics interpreting it revealed the sociopolitical implications of literature in literati culture.
In dealing with the boudoir convention, Ming-Qing poetic practice particularly
recognized the two major branches of the conventional boudoir poetics, the boudoir
plaint/guiyuan and the erotic/yanging, and demonstrated a critical discernment between
the two categories. In the shi genre, erotic poetry elicited more critical attention because
from the very beginning it posed a challenge to the orthodox view of poetics. Some poets,
especially in the liberal cultural ambience of the late Ming, indeed pursued the erotic
styled boudoir poetry for its own sake. As Zhang Jian points out, the late Ming and early
Qing saw a wave of interest in the late Tang aesthetics based on sensual beauty. Scholars
such as Wu Zhaoyi reprinted and annotated the collections of Li Shangyin and Han Wo

E&{R (844-923) as well as the Yutai xinyong.” Derived from Han Wo’s collection
xianglian ji HEEE (Collection of the scented dress-case), xianglian ti 75 & i became a

term specially referring to poetry devoted to the aesthetic and erotic appreciation of

women’s image and the boudoir scene. The late Ming poet Wang Cihui T=7%[5] (1493-

1642) was known as an avid practitioner of the xianglian ti. He left behind two

collections, Yiyun ji §¥2=£E and Yiyu ji SENNEE, which are full of poems with sensual and

erotic representations of women and the boudoir.”® His poems are included in anthologies
such as Qian Qianyi’s §¥5f 7% (1582-1664) Liechao shiji %'|8H555E and Zhu Yizun’s &
A (1629-1709) Ming shi zong HEFF5%. However, as the orthodox poetic movement

gained more and more currency in the Qing, sensual and erotic poetry became more

78 Zhang Jian JE{&, Qindai shixue FE{LEFE2 203.
™ These two collections were put together and reprinted as Wang Cihui shi ji in 1984. This is the
edition used in the current study.
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marginalized than in earlier periods. In stating his editing principles in his Qing shi bie
cai 555113, Shen Deqian YE{E7% (1673-1764) criticizes Wang’s poems as “the most
harmful to people’s minds” 22 ALMi7.*® Shen’s critique of Wang’s erotic poems is
not surprising, for he insisted on the Confucian view of poetics, “poetry should express
one’s moral intent.”

The subgenre of the boudoir plaint, however, enjoyed a respectable place in
Ming-Qing mainstream poetic practice. Major anthologies are replete with poems with
titles such as “Guiyuan” or “Gui ci.” Shen Deqian’s anthology, for example, includes a
poem by Dong Yining # L2 titled “Guiyuan” among others:

Silk sash is tied on the joint-pleasure bed in vain,
As my husband is on his long march, my heart is broken.
Since it preserves my tear stains at the time of parting,

I cannot bear to wash my robe for over a year.

(QSBC 7.132)

AR ZERSEIR, KRERIEXEL.

HEEREINR, RENDTKE,
This poem expresses the plaint of a soldier’s wife. The first line makes use of stock
images from the Yutai xinyong such as “bed of joint-pleasure,” an erotic element. But this
minor detail is subsumed within the sad story of the female persona’s extreme sorrow.

Presumably touched by this poem, Shen Degian cannot help but note at the bottom of the

text that “no one surpasses this poet’s skillfulness in invoking the image of tears.”®' He

8 OSBC, “Fanli” 2.
8 OSBC 7.132.
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reads the poem as a conventional guiyuan poem with an excellent artistic touch. Whether
entrusting their own emotional experience to the boudoir plaint or simply writing as a
literary exercise, Ming-Qing poets continued to create various versions of the lonely,
love-longing woman in the boudoir. A perfect version, whether by a man or woman,
would be appreciated for its own virtue in representing the classic situation and
sentiments. The inclusion of boudoir poetry in mainstream anthologies suggests that even
orthodox poetic practice valued this long-standing literary tradition as long as there was
no particular attempt to evoke the erotic. The potential of the boudoir plaint for political
allegory also made poems with this theme more acceptable in orthodox poetic practice.
As time-honored subjects and themes sanctioned by the c¢i form, women and the
boudoir seemed to have always assumed a central place in the genre from the late Tang
onward. As generally held, the ci genre declined during the Yuan and Ming periods, but
was revived by some important late Ming and early Qing poets in the seventeenth
century.® The seventeenth century ci revival has been attributed by both modern scholars

to the achievements of a few prominent poets such as Chen Weisong [H#ER (1625-82),
Zhu Yizun, Chen Zilong [ -1HE (1608-47), and Nalan Xingde #ARE41E (1655-1685).
They are recognized for their broadening of the thematic scope of ci, adding the quality
of sincerity, and injecting the poet’s own individuality.?®> Although they turned to

different earlier models to seek inspiration, these poets all reaffirmed the function of the

ci as a vehicle of self-expression.®” The ci’s generic convention allowed the poet to

%2 For a study of the seventeenth-century ci revival, see Chu, “Interplay between Tradition and
Innovation”.

8 Chu, “Interplay between Tradition and Innovation”74.

% On different ci schools in the Qing period, see F;ERE and Gu Yisheng B 54, Zhongguo
wenxue piping shi AL ZF ST Chapter 4. See also Zhang Hongsheng 57245, Qingdai cixue 7 5
22 Chapter 6.
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explore private emotions in more depth— not only love and desire, but also other
sentiments. As far as this chapter is concerned, they continued to invoke the inner,
boudoir space in representing these themes. While they still engaged with the
conventional mode of the boudoir plaint, they tended to produce love lyrics from their
individualized perspective as male lover or husband. Chen Zilong and Zhu Yizun deserve
our special attention. A heroic Ming loyalist and romantic lover of the famous courtesan
Liu Rushi, Chen Zilong has been particularly noted for his love songs. His patriotic intent
and actual love affair lent these poems more political and historical implications.* The
political meaning of his love poems relies more on an allegorical reading. His expression
of love sentiments on the surface, however, is refreshed as a result of his poetic exchange
with Liu Rushi. In these exchanges, the description of her appearance and the boudoir
setting is not as important as a subtle emotional communication with the addressee. In his

Jingzhiju qinqu #5 JEZ 18, a collection of his love lyrics and erotic songs, Zhu Yizun

both follows generic conventions and pushes against their limits to inscribe his private
feelings and memories about his secret love affair.*® The convention of the boudoir as a
site of public eroticism is turned into a “forbidden space of illicit passion” in his
autobiographical context.”’

Generally speaking, the Ming-Qing male poets’ engagement with boudoir themes

in both shi and ci genres did not exceed their predecessors in terms of broader thematic

%5 Yeh Chia-ying thinks that the autobiographical and symbolic elements of Chen Zilong’s love
lyrics made them great candidates for allegorical readings, particularly as the expression of patriotic
sentiment. See Yeh, “Ch’en Tzu-lung.” Kang-i Sun Chang’s book-length study of Chen Zilong and Liu
Rushi provides the perspective that Chen’s political poetry was inspired by his love poetry addressed to Liu.
See Chang, The Late-Ming Poet Ch’en Tzu-lung.

% For a study of Zhu Yizun’s love lyrics in the Jingzhiju qinqu, see Fong, “Inscribing Desire.” My
statements about Zhu Yizun here are indebted to her discussion.

¥ Fong, “Inscribing Desire” 448. It is believed that the lyrics were produced to record his love
affair with his wife’s sister.
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categories. Their boudoir poetry is primarily a performance of conventionalized themes
and codes with more or less personal touches. They indeed continued to explore in more
depth their “interiority” in the private, domestic setting, a fluid dimension already opened
up by Tang and Song poets, but their exploration in this dimension deserves another
independent study. A distinctive transformation or transcendence of the boudoir
convention for women’s own interests is yet to be seen accomplished in the hands of the
critical mass of Ming-Qing women authors, whose writings will be examined in the

following chapters.
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Chapter Two

Constructing Women’s Space as a New Cultural Ideal:
The Gui in the Qing Anthology Zhengshi ji

Under the shadow of crimson clouds and deep behind the painted blind,
She refuses the visits of wandering bees and wanton butterflies.

She does not complain to the east wind about scattering,

In light rouge, she accompanies me idly singing by the secluded window.

fEEIERE, HEHERES. NaRESEE, BN .
Guo Jie ZBHf}, “Peach Blossoms in a Vase” }iHZk!

Although women’s poetry of the Ming-Qing period is greater in thematic and stylistic
scope than that of earlier periods, boudoir life is still a major source of inspiration for
women’s poetic imagination. My research shows that, despite its ambivalent status in
Chinese poetic history, traditional boudoir poetics had tremendous influence on Ming-
Qing women’s poetic production. It is evident that women not only had access to
classical sources of boudoir poetry such as the Yutai xinyong, but also consciously
modeled their writing on conventional boudoir poetry, including the palace style. Poems
excessively evoking glamorous and erotic feelings, whether by men or women, of course
were not acceptable by the standards of orthodox poetics. However, conventional
expressions of feminine beauty and other tender pathos associated with the boudoir
setting are commonplace in Ming-Qing women’s poetry. In reading this type of poetry, it
1s often difficult to tell whether it is merely an exercise in the artistic conventions of the
genre, or a perception of boudoir life already shaped by the author’s textual experience of
the literary past.

However, women’s writing was not only connected with the literary past, but also

more directly and substantially with their contemporary world and society. A genre

! ZSJ, Buyi 15b.
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centered on the images and lives of women, boudoir poetry both influences and is
influenced by changing conceptions of femininity. As Ming-Qing writing women
developed a mature literary culture, their poetic production more fully embraced their
literary tastes cultivated in this culture. Women’s boudoir writing, understood as a
product of this historical and cultural ambience, both enlarges the parameters of and sets
up new limits of representation. The conventional subject positions—the abandoned
woman or the objectified beautiful woman—were rendered outdated or marginalized as
women attempted to explore more meaningful subjectivities within their society.

In her seminal study of women’s reinscription of conventional textual subjects,
Robertson claims that Ming-Qing women writers “reclaim the boudoir as their own
domestic space” by turning the lonely corner of the boudoir into “a de-eroticized place of
work, leisure, and companionship with other women.” Her observation aptly captures
some new trends in Ming-Qing women’s representation of their boudoir life. However,
within the limits of her essay, she only confirms this observation with a preliminary
survey; there are many questions left unanswered. What kinds of ideological and literary
forces were behind this remarkable textual transformation? Which textual strategies have
women poets used to craft a new space of the boudoir? How do women specifically
interact with the boudoir convention? By focusing on a Qing women’s shi anthology, the
Guochao guixiu zhengshi ji ¥ E 75 1E#54E (Correct Beginnings: Women'’s Poetry of
Our August Dynasty, abridged as Zhengshi ji) and its sequel, this chapter examines how
Qing women poets refashion the boudoir convention in order to project their cultural taste

and lifestyle as guixiu (cultivated women of the inner chambers), a new feminine ideal

2 Robertson, “Changing the Subject” 200.
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not only reflecting the general development of women’s literary culture from the late
Ming on, but also historical trends particular to the Qing period.

The Zhengshi ji marks a significant historical juncture. Through its retrospective
selection of women’s poetic production ranging from the beginning of the Qing to its
own time (including poets who lived during the late-Ming and Qing), the anthology was
intended to establish a normative poetics of women’s poetry in light of dominant
ideological and literary discourses. The representation of women’s lives in the inner
chambers in this anthology reflects some commonly valued aesthetic qualities of
femininity in the Late Imperial era as well as new trends emphasized in the Qing. As 1
have shown in Chapter 1, important anthologies were instrumental in the establishment of
the boudoir topos. A monumental anthology of women’s poetry, the Zhengshi ji provides
a rich source for us to examine the distinctive boudoir poetics and aesthetics established
by Qing women poets which reflect their contemporary ideological and aesthetic
standards.

As the Zhengshi ji is a shi anthology, this chapter focuses on the shi genre, a genre
in general more directly involved in sociopolitical arenas in Chinese history. Yun Zhu’s
anthologizing project supported by some women poets and scholars also reveals a textual
politics of a female literary community. Seeking general approval from their social and
literary authorities, women writers needed to reform the conventional parameters of
boudoir poetics in order to be aligned with their social and ideological system. As their
own “poet-autobiographers,” these women poets had to be cautious regarding how others

might interpret the self-images presented in their poetry.®> While men could afford to

3 This term is borrowed from Stephen Owen’s essay. See Owen, “The Self’s Perfect Mirror” 79. I
find it useful because women’s boudoir poetry was often produced and received as a more realistic
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discount the boudoir because it was marginal to their public domain, women, whose lives

revolved around this space, were sensitive to its significance in their textual production.
The Anthology and its Agenda

In order to historicize Qing women’s relationship to literary discourse and authority at the
historical juncture of the Zhengshi ji, I shall begin by examining the context in which the
anthology was compiled and Yun Zhu’s anthologizing agenda. The volume of Qing

women’s writings had reached a strikingly unprecedented level. Hu Wenkai’s 53
Lidai funii zhuzuo kao FEIRZCZEE>, the most comprehensive catalogue of women’s

literary works to date, covers the period from the Han to the early Republic, and includes
more than 4,000 individual authors. But most of these works are of the Ming-Qing period,
among which over 3,000 titles of anthologies and collections were produced in the Qing.
Consisting of 1,736 poems by 933 poets in the first edition, and 1,229 poems by 593

poets in the sequel, the grand Zhengshi ji is a crystallization of contemporary women’s
literary culture. It was intended to be a summation of women’s poetry from the beginning
of the Qing (the year 1644) through 1836. It was not the largest collection of Qing
women’s poetry, but it was perhaps the most widely circulated anthology of Qing

women’s writing.*

depiction of their life experience. There are cases in which the author claims a distance from what she
presents, signaling this distance with titles such as “I Wrote this Poem on Behalf of Others”{{#%. Poems in
these cases are mostly written in conventional modes such as the boudoir plaint and the appreciation of
feminine beauty.

* Wang Qishu’s TR Xiefang ji #7548 (printed 1773) and Huang Zhimo’s 35848 Guochao
guixiu liuxu ji BIFAREIFSHIZREE (printed 1853), two anthologies compiled by male scholars, include more
poems and authors than the Zhengshi ji. Given the large number of copies extant in libraries around China
and in present-day book markets in the Jiangzhe region, it is likely that the Zhengshi ji was widely
published and circulated. However, I need to do further investigation in order to judge how widely it was
circulated in the Qing.
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The Zhengshi ji was compiled by the woman scholar Yun Zhu {#Zk (1771-1833).

She informs us that there were originally over three thousand poems in her collection,
from which she selected and published 1,736 poems by 933 poets for the first edition in
1831.° In the three years following the publication of the Zhengshi ji, many women sent
their poetry to her in order to get published. Yun Zhu then selected from this group a
further 919 poems by 459 poets and planned to publish them in a sequel.® However, her

health deteriorated, and she entrusted her granddaughter Miaolianbao #D3&£% to continue

the project.7 After her grandmother’s death, Miaolianbao assumed the responsibility of
editing the sequel, which was published in 1836 and contains 1,229 poems by 593 poets.®

In the introduction (“Xiaoyin” 7]n5[), she indicates that she published without alteration

the poetry that her grandmother had selected, a selection consisting of 10 juan of poems

in the main body and an addendum (Fulu fff$%) of poems mostly by anonymous authors.

In addition to Yun Zhu’s selection, she added one juan of poems compiled by her mother

Cheng Mengmei 2 &1 as a supplement (Buyi #H;&), which consists of 310 poems by

134 poets.” This project of great endurance and devotion was the result of decades of
collection and compilation by Yun Zhu, with various forms of assistance from members
of her family as well as from her social network.

In her study, Susan Mann has situated Yun Zhu’s anthology in the broader context

of the classical revival in the High Qing period. One of the profound consequences of this

A “Bianyan”1b-2a.

6 ZSXJ, “Xiaoyin”1b. These numbers are provided by Miaolianbao.

7 Miaolianbao also participated in copy editing the Zhengshi ji in turn with her sisters Yilanbao {#
% and Jinsubao $FE{F.

$ ZSXJ, “Xu”1b.

® Z§5XJ, “Xiaoyin”1b. Foyunbao f#f3={f, another sister of Miaolianbao, also participated in
copyediting the sequel.
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intellectual movement, Mann observes, was a renewed interest in the authoritative female
scholars and literary voices of the classical age and the subsequent querelle des femmes
between Zhang Xuecheng and Yuan Mei.'” As many scholars have noted, the central
issue of this debate about women revolves around the legitimacy of women’s poetic
voice.!! While a liberal like Yuan Mei recruited female disciples and published their
poetry in appreciation and support of their literary talent, the conservative Zhang
Xuecheng considered such acts to be outrageous transgressions of proper gender
boundaries. While acknowledging women’s potential in transmitting the Dao of classical
learning under unusual circumstances, Zhang’s attitude towards women’s engagement
with poetry, especially towards those from respectable families making public their
literary talent, is disapproving. For Zhang, it might be acceptable for the courtesan to
participate in the literati’s poetic culture due to her special social status, but it should
never be the vocation of “women from illustrious families governed by ritual” because
she has to fulfill her domestic responsibilities.'? Informed by both sides of the debate,
Mann suggests, Yun Zhu struck a balance between women’s talent and virtue in her
editing project. In defending the propriety of women’s poetry, Yun Zhu claims that her
selection of poems embraces both “moral rectitude” and “eloquence of expression.”"

At the time Yun Zhu published her anthology, several decades had passed since

Zhang Xuecheng wrote his famous essay “Fu xue” #HE2 (Women’s Learning, 1797)

objecting to women’s public literary activities. In fact, the inclusion of women’s poetry in

19 See Mann, “Classical Revival” and “‘Fu xue’ (Women’s Learning).” See also her English
translation of Zhang Xuecheng’s essay, “Fu xue” in Chang and Saussy, eds., Women Writers 783-99.

! See Mann, “Classical Revival;” Chang, “Ming-Qing Women Poets;” and Ho, Clara Wing-chung,
“The Cultivation of Female Talent.”

12 Chang and Saussy, eds., Women Writers 792.

3 Mann, Precious Records 97.
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anthologies alongside male poets and the compilation of anthologies of exclusively
women’s poetry had become inevitable trends in mainstream poetic practice well before
Zhang Xuecheng’s time. Although many preface writers for collections or anthologies of
women’s writing still feel compelled to defend women’s literary practice, their defensive
discussion appears to follow conventional rhetoric, an after-effect of the earlier debate.
Yun Zhu’s arguments for the legitimacy of women’s poetic voices can be read in this
light, but her use of defensive rhetoric has a strategic purpose, whereby she attempts to
establish an orthodoxy for Qing women’s poetry.

In the “Liyan” #5I|F (Editing Principles), Yun Zhu particularly acknowledges
seven anthologies of exclusively women’s poetry compiled in the Qing period.

1. Wang Shilu F-+ii% (1626-73), comp. Ranzhi ji RIS, preface dated 1658. '

2. Chen Weisong [i#EF2 (1628-82), comp. Furen ji g NEE."

3. Hu Xiaosi 2 & (1662-1722), comp. Benchao mingyuan shichao X814 1%
S8, 1766.

4. Wang Qishu 7EZH (1728-99), comp. Xiefang ji REFEE, 1773.

5. Jiang Jixiu %S (fl. 1793), comp. Guochao mingyuan shi xiu zhen B84

AR, Preface dated 1793.

1 According to Judith Zeitlin, the Ranzhi ji was completed in 1665. See Zeitlin, “Disappearing
Verses” 99. However, Wang Shilu’s Ranzhi ji was not formally published. Most of the collection was lost.
Today only several juan are preserved in the Shandong Museum and the Shanghai library. See Hu Wenkai,
Lidai funii zhuzuo kao 906-911. Although the Ranzhi ji seems to have never been published, it was well-
known to Qing anthologists of women’s poetry; his name and the anthology are often mentioned in their
prefatory writings. The Ranzhi ji Ii (Principles of the Ranzhi ji) is included in the Siku quanshu cunmu
congshu VUEERE {7 H¥EE. See Wang Shilu, Ranzhi ji li.

' Due to the lack of any preface or postscript, it is difficult to accurately date this anthology.
According to Judith Zeitlin, it was most likely compiled between 1644 and 1666. See Zeitlin,
“Disappearing Verses” 101. In his anthology, Jiang Jixiu mentions that the collection of the Furen ji ends
in the early years of the Kangxi Reign (1622-1722), which supports Zeitlin’s guess. See Jiang Jixiu,
Guochao mingyuan, “Liyan” 2a. See also Hu Wenkai, Lidai funii zhuzuo kao 915.
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6. Xu Kuichen Z88F3 (fl. 1804), comp. Xiangke ji HI%EE, 1804.'¢
7. Wang Duanshu U553 (1621-ca.1706), comp. Mingyuan shiwei 4R ii4,

1667."
In addition, she mentions five other anthologies that most likely include predominantly
male poets as models of organization and formatting, anthologies such as Deng Hanyi’s

B3R (1617-89) Mingjia shiguan 4% 5385 (also known as Shiguan) and Shen
Degqian’s Guochao shi biecai BEIER13% (Poetry of Our August Dynasty).'® With the

exception of Wang Duanshu’s Mingyuan shiwei, these anthologies were all compiled by
male scholars in the Qing period. These anthologies provide important clues that can help
us to identify the anthologizing trends to which the Zhengshi ji was closely related.

The late Ming began to see a flourishing practice in the compilation of
anthologies of exclusively women poets; women’s poetry was also being included in
anthologies alongside male poets. With a focus on the late Ming period, Kang-i Sun
Chang and Grace Fong have examined the issue of making anthologies of women’s
poetry with regard to gender and canon formation.'® In particular, Fong’s examination of
two groups of Ming anthologies outlines several approaches to anthology compilation in
terms of time span, selection scope and organizing principles. While Qing anthologists,

especially those in the early Qing, in many ways continued Ming conventions of

' This anthology is referred to as Diaohua ji Jff#£E by Yun Zhu in her “Liyan.”

' For an introduction to this anthology, see Chang, “Ming and Qing Anthologies” 157-9. On
Wang Duanshu and the significance of her Mingyuan shiwei, see also Widmer, “Ming Loyalism.”

'8 Z8J, “Li yan” 3b-5b. Shen Degian’s anthology is popularly known as Qingshi biecai {555 A%k
in contemporary scholarship, but was more often referred to as Guochao shi biecai in its own time. To be
clear, I use the title Guochao shi biecai for the sake of discussion in the text, but the version I rely on as a
primary source is titled Qingshi biecai; the source of reference is thus noted.

' See Chang, “Ming and Qing Anthologies” and “Gender and Canonicity;” Fong, “Gender and the
Failure of Canonization.” In her essay “Ming and Qing Anthologies,” Chang also provides an introduction
to a number of Qing anthologies of women’s poetry.
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anthology-making, their practices of anthologizing women’s poetry also underwent
tremendous changes along with broader literary movements of their time. The inclusion
of women poets in authoritative anthologies that claim women’s poetry as an
indispensable part of the imperial grand civilization is very much a Qing phenomenon.*®
Some of the anthologists who do not include women authors still feel compelled to give
an explanation for their absence, which suggests that the inclusion of women’s poetry
was becoming a standard practice.”’ In addition to including women’s poetry in male-
dominant anthologies, some Qing anthologists also had a strong impulse to devote their
anthologies exclusively to the women poets of their dynasty. Wang Qishu’s Xiefang ji
and Hu Xiaosi’s Benchao mingyuan shichao on Yun Zhu’s list are two ground-breaking
pioneers.

Moreover, along with the broader poetic movement of reviving the Confucian
shijiao 552X (the teaching of the Shi jing 55#%), encapsulated in the principle of “to be
meek and gentle” (wenrou dunhou JB.ZE3E), there was also an increasing demand that
women’s writing reflect moral values.”? The term wenrou dunhou originally appears in
the Li ji, in which it is used to briefly illustrate an ideal poetics as well as an ideal
personality.”> Although different poetic schools place different emphases on the term, as

a poetic and aesthetic standard it is generally understood to refer to kindness and morality

2 Among the fifty-five entries of Xie Zhengguang 3 1F 3¢ and She Rufeng’s X2 recently
compiled catalogue of early Qing anthologies of contemporary poetry, nineteen anthologies include
women’s writing. Fifteen of these anthologies view women’s writing as a part of the Qing’s overall literary
achievement. See Xie Zhengguang and She Rufeng, comp., Qing chu ren xuan ging chu shi huikao ¥ EHIA
RIEVRRS.

2! See, for example, the “Fanli” of the Guochao shidi BIEE5] reprinted in Xie Zhengguan and
She Rufeng, comp., Qing chu ren xuan qing chu shi huikao 305.

22 On the revival of the Shijiao in Qing poetic movements, see Zhang Jian, Qindai shixue,
especially Chapters 1 and 12.

2 Ruan Yuan, ed., Shisanjing 50.845.
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in intention and restraint and gentleness in expression. Shen Deqian, one of the most
influential leaders of this orthodox poetic movement, deserves our special attention here.
The principle of wenrou dunhou is central to his poetic theory. He thinks this principle
can be applied to the evaluation of the following three aspects of poetry: an author’s
moral quality and cultivation; the correct way in which the poet/minister admonishes his

ruler (fengjian F83%); and the overall aesthetic qualities of the poem.>* In other words, a

good poem for Shen should be a perfect expression of a poet’s authentic moral intent or
of social and political didacticism: substantial in content yet gentle in style; elegant yet
unembellished in language. Shen Deqian’s insistence on the integration of moral and
aesthetic values represents “a great and final summation” of the broader literary trend of
returning to the poetic orthodoxy set forth in the Han exegesis of the Shi jing.”* Despite
changing social and historical conditions, from its revival in the late Ming through the
Qianlong reign (1736-95), the Confucian shijiao had established its orthodox place in

Qing literary practice; wenrou dunhou or wenhou heping & E K14~ (to be meek and

peaceful) became a popular slogan in poetic criticism.

As a leader of the orthodox poetic movement, Shen Deqian is concerned with
women’s poetry and extends his theory to women’s literary practice. Consistent with his
general anti-erotic tendency as shown in the previous chapter, his selection of one juan of
poems by women (juan 31) in his Guochao shi biecai excludes poems about sexual love

and romance (fengyun yuelu zhi ci JA\ZE F 88 7 i) associated with courtesans (ginglou
shixing funii BYELFTHFE2L) and only includes poetry by “worthy women” (xianyuan &

1%). He thinks only women who carry on the teachings transmitted from female

2 Zhang Jian, Qindai shixue 533.
%3 Zhang Jian, Qindai shixue 570.
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instructresses such as Ban Zhao can make their poetic voice heard and that their poetry is
significant in maintaining Confucian <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>