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Located in central Hunan province, Nanyue , also known as Hengshan 
, is a range of mountains (traditionally said to be comprised of 72 

peaks) running north to south parallel with the Xiang  River. In the words 
of the fifth-century literatus Xu Lingqi  (?-474), Nanyue 
“encompasses 800 li, [is] 4,010 zhang high, has seventy-two peaks, ten 
caverns, fifteen cliffs, thirty-eight springs, twenty-five streams, nine ponds, 
nine swamps and nine wells. To the southeast it descends to the Xiang 
River. Looked at from afar, it resembles an army of clouds.”1 Not only has 
it long been known for its natural scenic beauty, Nanyue has also long been 
regarded by Buddhists and Daoists alike as a “particularly efficacious site 
for engaging in religious practices.”2 To give just a few examples, Nanyue 
was associated with such important religious figures as  Lady Wei , 
the deified incarnation of Wei Huacun  (252-334); Huisi  (515-
577), the leading authority on the Lotus Sutra who later taught Zhiyi  
(538-597), the founder of the Tiantai school of Buddhism; and early Chan 
Buddhist masters such as Nanyue Huairang  (677-744) and Shitou 
Xiqian  (700-790). 

Nanyue also appears to have a close connection with the development 
of Chan poetry and the emergence of Chan poet-monks. James Robson 
notes the late Tang shift within Chan Buddhist circles from using poems 
instead of robe and bowl as symbols of dharma-transmission, and suggests 
that many of the new poet-monks of this period “were either associated with 
Nanyue or were disciples of Shitou’s.”3 Perhaps the most well-known of 
these was Qiji  (fl. 881), who was native of Hunan and felt such a 
special affinity for Nanyue that he styled himself the “Sramana of 
Hengyue” (Hengyue shami ). Nearly eight centuries later,  among 
the large selection of poems composed by eminent monks and distinguished 
literati collected in official sources such as the Nanyue zhi  (Nanyue 
Gazeteer) of 1774 and the Hengshan xianzhi  (Hengshan County 
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Gazetteer) of 1823, we find the only examples written by a woman. She is 
Jizong Xingche  (b. 1606), a Hunan native who later came to be 
designated as an official Chan master and dharma successor of Linji Chan 
master Wanru Tongwei  (1594-1657). Although her life as a Chan 
master and abbess was spent largely in the Suzhou area, her personal and 
spiritual connection with Nanyue was such that her biographical notice in 
the Wudeng quanshu  (The Complete Book of the Five Lamps) of 
1697 refers to her as the “Nun of Nanyue” (Nanyue ni ). Of 
particular interest is the fact that her mountain poems, and more specifically, 
her poems on the Nanyue mountains, comprise up to nearly a third of the 
approximately one hundred poems included in her four juan discourse 
record collection or yulu , compiled sometime between 1654 and 1656. 
Both the number of poems and their quality invite us to situate Jizong 
Xingche firmly within the literary tradition of more well-known Buddhist 
monk-poets and, in particular, monk-poets associated with Nanyue.  

Jizong Xingche (née Liu ) was born to a well-off Hunan family with 
a long tradition of Confucian scholarship and official service, as well as 
Buddhist sympathies. 4  Her maternal grandfather, for example, held an 
official post in southern Jiangxi province, during which time he visited the 
mummified relics of the eminent late Ming-dynasty monk Hanshan Deqing 

 (1546-1623) at Nanhua  temple in Caoxi , Guangdong 
province. It may have been partly due to this early family religious 
connection that many years later one of Hanshan Deqing’s senior disciples, 
the scholar-official and loyalist Tan Zhenmo  (1590-1665, jinshi 
1628), would not only compose a preface for Jizong’s discourse records but 
actively participate in getting them printed and circulated.5   

As a young girl, Jizong received a solid classical education and would 
appear to have had access to a family library that contained both Buddhist 
and Confucian texts. She writes:  

 
Even at a young age, I disliked eating non-vegetarian food; just 
one taste of meat and I would spit it out. When I was a little older, 
I took pleasure in reading Confucian texts and Buddhist sutras. 
Revolted by the dust and confusion of the world and having 
thought deeply about the matters of life and death, I begged my 
father to allow me to dedicate myself to a life outside of the 
household. But he refused.6 
 

We are told very little about the man Jizong married, apart from the fact that 
his surname was Chen  and he met an untimely death while on official 
business in western Guangdong province. It is quite likely however, that he 
was one of the many members of the Fushe  or Restoration Society, 
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who in the last years of the Ming were persecuted by factions who had 
earlier been associated with the powerful, and powerfully corrupt, eunuch, 
Wei Zhongxian  (1568-1627).7 This would explain why his young 
widow took it upon herself to submit an official memorial to the throne in 
an effort to clear his name. We do not know if this effort was successful; we 
do know that it was not long after submitting her memorial that Jizong 
decided to devote herself solely to her religious practice. As she would 
relate to her disciples many years later:  
 

I then built a hermitage in which I installed a [Buddha] image and 
began to engage in the cultivation of a merit field. From dawn to 
dusk, I sat in quiet meditation. I took such delight in adhering to 
the precepts and [religious] discipline that I became determined to 
leave the householder’s life and in the days that followed, began to 
seek out teachers of knowledge and wisdom.8  

 
It was around this time that, in a local temple, she came across a copy of a 
recently printed text that would determine the course of her future life. The 
compiler of this text, Linji Chan master Shanci Tongji  (1608-
1645), in 1638 had left Hangzhou and, drawn by its beauty and religious 
significance, taken up residence on Nanyue. As soon as he had settled into 
his hermitage, he devoted himself to searching through a wide range of 
materials, including “Nanyue gazetteers old and new” ( ) for 
information on Chan monks associated with Nanyue and the Nanyue 
lineage of Chan Buddhism. The results of Shanci’s efforts were printed with 
the help of the Ming loyalist-turned monk, Xiong Kaiyuan  (1599-
1676) and circulated under the title of Nanyue Chan denglu  
(Accounts of Chan Lamps of Nanyue). After reading this text, Jizong made 
the decision to seek out Shanci personally and at the age of  thirty-three 
took the tonsure and left home to live near her teacher in a small hermitage 
on Nanyue’s Yanxia Peak . Many of Jizong’s mountain poems, 
although unfortunately not dated, may well have been composed during this 
time. In any case, these poems show that she had not only visited many of 
Nanyue’s most well-known Buddhist temples and Daoist abbeys but was 
also highly knowledgeable about their religious and historical significance. 
They also suggest that Jizong anticipated spending the rest of her life on 
Nanyue, where she not only could pursue her religious aspirations but also 
find a measure of safety and solace during a period of increasing turmoil.    

This, however, was not to be. In 1645, after leaving Nanyue to take up 
residence in a monastery in nearby Changsha , Shanci, who was not 
much older than Jizong, fell ill and died after eating a meal of wild greens, 
there being little else to provide nourishment on lands ravaged by rebellion 
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and warfare. Although she was one of Shanci’s senior students, he died 
before she formally received Dharma transmission. That this was her 
ultimate goal is indicated by the fact that in 1650, at the age of forty-four, 
Jizong decided to leave Nanyue and head east. Later, in a preface to 
Jizong’s discourse records, Yan Dacan  (1590–1671), a well-known 
Ming loyalist turned Buddhist layman, would write with admiration that: 

 
After the passing of Master Shanci, with nothing but her gourd-
dipper and walking-staff, the Master sailed down the River Xiang, 
crossed over Lake Dongting, and fearlessly roamed among the 
Tiantai Mountains in the south and the Wutai Mountains in the 
north.9  
 
Even in the best of times, for a woman to travel such distances was 

neither easy nor safe, nor looked upon with approval. In the 1650s during 
the Manchu conquest of the South, it would have been even more perilous. 
The following poem by Jizong, entitled “A Chant in Midjourney” (Tuzhong 
yin ), while it can be read metaphorically as a description of the 
spiritual journey, also provides a glimpse of the actual physical trials and 
dangers of travel. 

 
Gazing towards the rivers and plains, the 

world’s roads twist and turn: 
 

Flailing between difficulties, all turns into 
foolish ignorance. 

 

Wind stinking of fresh meat on the wide roads 
where foxes congregate:  

 

Sun weak on the cold cliffs where the tigers are 
pushed against the wall. 

 

Lonely and desolate: it is hard to find anyone 
who can share my way: 

 

Stretching on and on: few are those who can 
understand my feelings. 

 

Although the hoary heavens weep, I do not 
    rely on anyone for my joy, 

 

Accompanied only by my carrying pole, I 
traverse the rugged terrain.10 

 

 
Jizong Xingche’s travels, largely made in the spirit of a pilgrimage to 

sites associated with Linji Chan, took her to Mount Longchi  in Jiangsu 
province, where she became the student, and eventually one of the three 
official Dharma successors of the elderly monk Wanru Tongwei, a Dharma-
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brother of Shanci Tongji. As Jizong herself tells us, as soon as she had 
received this transmission, she began to make preparations to return home 
to her beloved Nanyue. However, Wanru Tongwei had other plans for her.   

 
The next day I went to take leave of Master Wanru and return to 
Nanyue. But Master Wanru said: “It is very difficult for those who 
have [mistakenly] left the road to study the way. So put an end to 
your thoughts of returning to the mountains. When this old monk is 
gone, your work will be to liberate those who have missed the 
path.” He then presented me with the lineage records and the 
flywhisk.  I vigorously declined since I wanted to return home. But 
Master Wanru said, “It is best if you remain in the Jiangnan area so 
that you may contribute to the revival [of Linji Buddhism].”11 
 

Jizong reluctantly agreed to her teacher’s request, and over the next decade 
or so, served as abbess of at least three different convents, including the 
Huideng Convent in Suzhou.12 She also traveled and preached widely 
in the Zhejiang-Jiangsu area. As Yan Dacan writes: 
 

The gentry-officials all looked up to [Jizong Xingche] with 
admiration; the four-fold sangha (monks, nuns, laymen, and 
laywomen) flocked to her in droves: and there were none who did 
not wish to extend her an invitation to preach the Dharma. Her 
blows and shouts were delivered with the power and swiftness of 
lightning; her preaching of the Dharma was of benefit to sentient 
beings, and among those who filled her quarters, there were many 
who achieved deep insight.13 
 
Nevertheless, Jizong appears never to have entirely abandoned her 

desire to return to Nanyue, and in many of her mountain poems speaks 
longingly of going back to live among its peaks and valleys. Although we 
do not know the date of her death, it would appear that she finally did 
indeed manage to return to spend her last years on Nanyue’s Jingping Cliff  

, not far from where she had first studied and practiced with Shanci.   
 

The Mountain Poems  
Shanju  (dwelling in the mountains) poems are by no means 
uncommon in Buddhist poetry by male monastics. Just a few examples of 
many such sequences are the twenty-four shanju poems by the famous Tang 
dynasty artist and monk-poet Guanxiu  (832-912), the several hundred 
such poems by the Yuan dynasty Chan master Shiwu  (“Stonehouse”; 
1272-1352), and, closer to Jizong’s own time, the many sequences of such 
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poems by Hanshan Deqing, the eminent late Ming teacher mentioned 
earlier.14 Indeed, it was in the late Ming and early Qing that shanju poetry 
appears to have enjoyed particular popularity, such that the Chan master 
Shiyu Mingfang  (1593-1648) would declare that “Nowadays, 
collections of Chan sermons must also include poetry, and the poetry must 
include shanju [poems].”15 This great popularity can be attributable at least 
in part to the fact that shanju poetry lent itself particularly well to the 
translation of abstract notions of transcendence of the mundane into 
concrete poetic evidence of its accomplishment. The suitability of this genre 
lay partly in its association with previous monk-poets, including Han Shan 

 (fl. 9th c.), many of whose originally untitled verses were given the 
title of Shanju by the late Ming editors of a popular anthology of Buddhist 
poetry called Gujin Chanzao ji  (Collected Chan Writings of 
Past and Present). 16  As a poetic form, the shanju combined the poetic 
discipline of regulated verse (jinti shi ) and the flexibility afforded 
by the use of relatively straightforward concrete language and imagery, for 
the most part unburdened by the use of literary or highly doctrinal allusion. 
Also adding to this flexibility was the fact that shanju poems were most 
often composed in sequences or sets, ranging from three to over a hundred 
poems, all of which allowed for a more extensive and often more nuanced, 
exploration of different dimensions of the experience, whether metaphorical 
or actual, of “dwelling in the mountains.” In other words, monastic poets 
could, by means of these poems, demonstrate their aspiration for, and 
ultimately, their personal realization of a joyous inner life despite external 
worldly (and specifically political) turmoil and turbulence. Thus, in 
composing her many shanju poems, Jizong was not only situating herself 
within a longer tradition of largely male monastic poets but also within the 
historical, religious and literary context of her own particular time and place. 
 Jizong’s extant collection contains no less than four different sets or 
sequences of mountain poems composed in five and seven-syllable 
regulated verse. One set of eight poems is entitled simply “Dwelling in the 
Mountains” (Shanju ); the other three, which include two sequences of 
ten poems each and one of twenty-five, all refer explicitly to Nanyue.  

Let us begin with a ten-poem sequence that offers what one might call 
the “tourist’s perspective”—a poetic catalogue of ten sites regarded even 
today as being among Nanyue’s most scenic as well as most historically 
important.17 They are not necessarily “the” ten sites, however; rather, they 
appear to be places that Jizong found particularly meaningful. The sequence 
begins with a poem about “Yanxia Peak” (Yanxia feng ), the place 
where Jizong Xingche lived during the time she was studying with Shanci 
Tongji, and thus a natural place to begin her “poetic tour.”   
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Staff in hand, I wander up to the very highest of 
the mountains; 

  

Authentic teachings can surely be drawn from 
these green cliffs. 

        

It is hard to give oneself to ordinary mundane 
concerns of the world; 

 

Beyond the clouds I can surely roam free and 
find my own ease. 

 

Strange-looking boulders as if about to fly, 
looking almost alive: 

 

Rushing waters pouring straight down with a 
roar and a rumble. 

 

In my wandering, I happened to stumble upon 
this secluded spot: 

 

Now, after having scattered the misty clouds, I 
leisurely return.18 

 

 
The name Yanxia, which can be translated as misty clouds, is also used to 
refer to the obfuscations of the mundane world: this might explain the last 
line in this poem, where the speaker appears to delight in having scattered, 
or literally, “stomped to smithereens” the misty clouds. The last poem of 
this series, entitled “The Stupa of Ancestor Huairang” (Huairang zu ta 

), reflects Jizong Xingche’s institutional identification with Nanyue 
Huairang  (677-744), the Tang dynasty master considered to be 
the founder of the branch of the Linji Chan lineage represented by Shanci 
Tongji. His stupa, which can still be seen today, is located on Zhurong Peak, 
not far from the Mirror Grinding Terrace (Mojing Tai ) where 
Nanyue Huairang is said to have taught Mazu an important lesson about the 
futility of trying to polish a brick into a mirror. Of the remaining sites 
poetically described by Jizong, two are associated with the long Daoist 
presence on Nanyue: Nine Perfected Ones Abbey (Jiuxian guan ) 
and Divine Transcendent Grotto (Shenxian dong ). The last two 
couplets of the poem composed in commemoration of the latter read as 
follows: 

 
The evening rain moistens the path beneath the 

wisteria; 
        

The slanting sunlight illumines the moss inside 
the cave. 

 

Although I have never studied any of the arts of 
immortality, 

 

Here at this place my thoughts turn again to  
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tracing my way back to the source!19 
 

These ten poems reflect not only Jizong Xingche’s mastery of the 
conventions of such poetry, they also hint at her personal experience of 
Nanyue—these were places she had lived among for years and knew well—
as well as her historical knowledge of the religious landscape of Nanyue, a 
landscape shaped over the centuries by Buddhists and Daoists alike.  

The eight poems in the series entitled simply “Shanju” are rather more 
reflective in both content and tone. In these poems, the mountain, which is 
not specified as being Nanyue, is used more generically as a code word for 
the alternative space to which the speaker has turned for both refuge and 
inspiration. These poems also make relatively greater use of explicitly Chan 
language. An example is the fourth poem of the series, which reads as 
follows: 

 
I realize that the family jewels are not to be 

sought outside; 
 

As always, the winding waters encircle the 
mountain towers. 

 

I have split wide open the triple-mystery words 
of Linji; 

                

I have seen through the one-finger teaching of 
Tianlong.20 

 

Several gusts of clear wind: the neighing of the 
wooden horse; 

 

A half-window of bright moon: the bellowing of 
the mud ox. 

 

Ever since I laughingly put a halt to it all and 
returned home, 

 

I’ve rested in the shade of the pine, listening to 
the waterfall.21 

 

 
While the speaker in this poem does not necessarily refer to Jizong herself, 
it does reflect the confidence of someone who is no longer a seeker of 
enlightenment, but rather someone quite advanced in terms of religious 
practice. The suggestion of spiritual goals attained and its fruits there to be 
enjoyed recurs in many of the poems in this sequence. The fifth poem, for 
example, reads: 

 
I have come to sit among these boulders retired 

in pure seclusion: 
 

The moon glows, the clouds have already left  
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the endless skies: 
When one is dreaming, how does one know it is 

a dream? 
 

The cicada chirps when fall arrives, not 
knowing it is fall. 

 

When the mind turns to ashes, why hanker after 
the lotus world; 

 

When the thoughts are purified, kingfisher 
towers are no obstacle. 

 

If one trusts in the Way, that one’s self is none 
other than Buddha, 

 

Then why would one want to aspire to high rank 
in the human world?22 

 

 
In this poem, the insistence that turning one’s mind to ashes and purifying 
one’s thoughts will obviate any desire for the pleasures found in the 
ordinary world of love and work does, however, suggest that these are 
desires with which the speaker still struggles, if only occasionally.  
Elsewhere in these poems, there are also hints of the social and political 
turmoil that not only took the life of Jizong’s husband, but which continued 
to send its refugees, whether political or religious, to the mountains, where 
they can, hopefully, regroup their strength. In general, however, Jizong 
follows the pattern of many of her contemporary shanju-writers in placing 
emphasis on the inner joy that can be achieved within, regardless of external 
circumstances:  
 

The parrots hide in the willows: the evening 
lights descend: 

 

Secluded valley, cloudless spring: something to 
boast about! 

 

Beneath the trees the breeze rises: tigers and 
leopards relax, 

 

In pools and mountain streams, dragons and 
serpents bathe. 

 

A ramshackle hut, a grass bench, and clouds for 
a roof above. 

 

The ancient trees make a grassy shrine, 
mushrooms for decor. 

 

That which I delight in are just these kinds of 
boundless joys. 

 

Wrapped in a tattered robe, I keep company 
with the clouds.23 
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 Jizong’s longest sequence of Nanyue poems is the set of twenty-five 
poems entitled “Living in the Nanyue Mountains: Random Verses” 
(Nanyue shanju zayong ). These poems reflect a fuller 
acceptance of both the life and the role of the mountain dweller or recluse. 
The emphasis is less on historical figures or religious sites, and more on 
natural phenomena, sometimes specific to Nanyue, but just as often to more 
universal clouds, waterfalls, creeks, woodland breezes, etc. This 
simplification can even be seen in the fact that the poems in this sequence, 
while still composed in regulated verse, make use of the five-syllable line 
rather than the seven. By the same token, many of the anxieties and 
aspirations made explicit in the Shanju poems, while not entirely absent, are 
less evident. The last two couplets of the third poem in this series, for 
example, allude to a visit by someone who wears “old-style” clothes and hat, 
not the attire (including the shaved head) of the Manchu invaders, and the 
fact that there are still heroes, that is to say Ming loyalists (yimin ), to 
be found in the southern mountains.  

 
The wanderer’s clothes and hat are old-

fashioned: 
 

The foolish monk’s manner and bearing are 
pure. 

 

We lift our heads and gaze towards the empty 
horizon:  

 

There are plenty of heroes still in the marshes of 
Chu.24  

 

 
Nevertheless, again the overall tone of these twenty-five poems is one of 
contentment. “Three lifetimes seem no more than half a day” , 
she writes in poem fourteen, “From where then, can there rise any sorrow?”  

. And in poem eighteen, she writes, “Feeling free and 
uninhibited, disturbing passions forgotten / The breezes are gentle,  the trees 
again in bloom”  / . In other words, while it may be 
the autumn of her life, she has found the source of what the Daoists would  
call “eternal spring” (changchun ) that is, a constant inner joy 
unaffected by changing  external circumstances. It is probably not incidental 
that the allusions in these poems are as much, if not more, to well-loved 
poets such as Tao Yuanming  (372?-427) as they are to Chan texts. 
Thus, in poem twenty, Jizong Xingche writes: 

 
A windowful of green reflects the purest 

brilliance; 
 

An open door lets in the view of kingfisher-  
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green hills. 
From out of the rosy mists, the solitary crane 

returns; 
 

Encircling the boulders, the scattered clouds 
float by. 

 

A low bed of moss can be used as a [meditation] 
mat; 

 

The leaves on the bamboo screen can serve as a 
robe. 

 

The sinking sun has disappeared far into the 
west; 

 

The weary birds instinctively know to return 
home.25 

 

 
If Tao Yuanming (regarded by many monk-poets as an honorary Buddhist) 
is a recurrent presence in these poems, so is Hanshan, even though Jizong 
only mentions him once by name in the twelfth poem of this set, where she 
refers to the legend that the elusive poet inscribed his poems on leaves and 
flower petals, leaving others to find and transcribe them. In other words, it 
is not so much the textual memory she refers to, as the spirit of Hanshan 
inscribed in the natural world around her that she is personally reliving and 
recreating.  

 
Forested ravines swathed in bright clouds;  
Scattered plum trees in solitary splendor,  
Off singing to draw water from the spring;   
Returning perfumed from gathering herbs.  
On the leaves: the gathas of Hanshan;  
Up in the clouds: the terrace of Prajña.   
A walking stick to go with me everywhere;  
And a stone table with a covering of moss.26  

 
While there does not appear to be any particular order or narrative to the 
twenty-five poems in this series—indeed Jizong herself refers to them as 
“random verses”—the final poem felicitously encapsulates the intimate 
connection between  monastic and  mountain celebrated within the series as 
a whole, not to mention the attraction, albeit idealized, of this particular life. 

 
To live in lofty seclusion has been the dream of 

a lifetime; 
 

From this day onwards, I will live here on this 
mountain. 
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All dusty illusions have been exposed for what 
they are, 

 

And I have nothing more to do with the floating 
world.  

 

Tea from the stony cliffs for sipping when I feel 
so inclined, 

 

And wisteria blossoms for picking when I get 
the whim. 

 

The emptiness of Heaven and earth is so great 
and vast: 

 

Who understands the tranquility to be found in 
all this?27  

 

 
The contentment and even joy expressed in these poems might lead one 

to assume that they were composed towards the end of Jizong’s life. 
However, given that they were included in the collection of discourse 
records printed before her return to Nanyue, it is more likely that they were 
composed much earlier, perhaps at a time when she anticipated spending 
the rest of her days living in seclusion and had no idea of the direction her 
life would actually take following the unexpected demise of her teacher.   
As we have seen, after Jizong left Nanyue, she spent a decade or more 
actively traveling and teaching in the Jiangnan area. However, she never 
relinquished the hope that she might one day return to Nanyue, expressions 
of which appear in a number of occasional poems written to send off fellow 
monastics returning to Hunan. These longings assume an even fuller 
expression in yet another ten-poem sequence, entitled  “In the Manner of 
‘Returning Home to Nanyue’” (Ni gui Nanyue ). The poems from 
the longer ten-poem sequence are written, often quite explicitly, in the spirit 
of the well-known and well-loved “Returning Home” (Gui yuantian ju 

) poems of the fourth-century poet-recluse Tao Yuanming. In general, 
the emphasis is on the completion of duties, the approach of old age, and 
the desire to return to life of quiet reclusion. Given that Jizong had lived 
through some of the most difficult years of the Ming-Qing transition, and, 
as we can tell from some of her other writings, shared many of the loyalist 
sentiments of other educated men and women, taking refuge in the crags 
and crannies of Nanyue had a political as well as a religious significance for 
her. “Having thoroughly looked into hot and cold, I return to the mountains 
/ Without leaving even the slightest footprint in the world of men below” 

 / , she writes in the second poem of this 
series, “No knight-errants left in the world so it is useless to brandish a 
sword / But in the woods there is a brushwood gate that can be closed in 
retreat”  / .28 And in the seventh poem 
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Jizong appears to echo the famous poem by the great Tang dynasty poet Du 
Fu  (712-770), written in the wake of the disastrous An Lushan 
rebellion that left the capital in ruins but the mountains still standing.  

 
Heart-breaking autumn grasses extend to the 

edge of the sky: 
 

Faraway floating orphan clouds: where is it they 
call home? 

 

In the south, the chrysanthemums of Qin have 
bloomed and withered;  

 

The west wind has completely brought down 
the Han palace flowers. 

 

Living in seclusion I am fortunate that the blue 
mountains still stand. 

 

Age and sickness come in quick succession, my 
white hair grows long. 

 

The peaks along the Xiang are surely filled with 
dragon and tiger lairs, 

 

If we band together, we need not mingle with 
the crabs and foxes.29 

 

 
The last two lines of this poem point to Nanyue’s long history of not only 
being a place of refuge for hermits but also a traditional place of exile, 
whether imposed or self-chosen, for those out of synch with the times. The 
anticipation of return, then, is characterized by a combination of factors: a 
weariness with the busy life of an abbess, a despair at the turbulent state of 
the world, and an acute awareness of the coming of illness and old age. The 
Zhurong peak that she refers to in the fourth poem of the series is the tallest 
of the seventy-peaks of the Nanyue mountain range and the one that 
towered over Yanxia, where she and her teacher Shanci had once lived.  

 
Pull in the line and put a halt to your angling, 

you old ascetic: 
 

Would it not be much better to return to live on 
Zhurong Peak?  

 

Rather than planting among stones, think of 
digging up purple bamboo, 

 

Rather than raising pine trees, consider tugging 
at green creeper-vines. 

 

The mountain colors beyond the railing will 
surely not have changed; 

 

Even if the valley entrance and human feelings  
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have become different. 
If only I can manage to take this body and 

return to my old hide-away, 
 

There in my grass hut, I’ll dance and whirl with 
the wind and the moon.30 

 

 
Concluding Remarks 
The Buddhist layman Wang Xianshuo  (jinshi 1622) wrote a preface 
to Jizong Xingche’s discourse record collection, which, together with Tan 
Zhenmo, he helped to have printed and circulated. In this preface, Wang 
exclaims with admiration that Jizong’s writings not only point to that 
“which lies beyond language and words,” but that they also serve as 
testimony to the fact that “the Great Way is not divided into male and 
female” ( ).31 Jizong does indeed appear to have almost 
completely assumed the masculine performative mode, not only in her life 
as a Chan master, traveling and delivering Dharma talks to men and women 
alike, but also in her poetic writing. One striking indication of this is the 
fact that of her poems with a named addressee, nearly two thirds are 
addressed to either male literati-officials or known male monastics. In other 
cases, it is difficult to ascertain the gender of the monastics to whom 
Jizong’s poems are addressed. There is one poem, however, that contains a 
clue not only to the gender of the person referred to, but also to Jizong 
Xingche’s aspirations towards the transcendence of gender distinctions.  
 

In the world how many of the same kind 
practice in the same way? 

 

I admire the way you have managed to achieve 
your own freedom, 

 

How you have smashed the gates of emotion, 
and as cool as water, 

 

Completely understand how life’s bitter sea is 
but a floating cloud. 

 

Your breast has been cleansed completely of the 
dust of the world; 

 

In bearing and in extraordinary talent, a 
companion to the Buddha. 

 

Having thus seen through the outer forms of 
both male and female; 

 

Where in all of heaven and earth will you not 
feel totally at ease?32 
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This poem is addressed to a certain “Yizhen daoren”  who may 
possibly have been Wang Jingshu , the older sister of the famous 
woman writer-editor and loyalist Wang Duanshu  (1621 1685?), 
and who, after the fall of the Ming and the death of her husband, became 
not only a Buddhist nun, but a Chan master much like Jizong herself.33  As 
it happens, Wang Duanshu included three of Jizong’s poems in her 1667 
anthology Mingyuan shiwei  (Classic Poetry by Notable Women). 
In her editorial comments, Wang Duanshu compares Jizong’s poems to the 
poetry of the male Tang poets Meng Jiao  (751-814) and Jia Dao  
(779-843).34 Meng Jiao spent much of his early life as a mountain recluse 
before attempting, without success, to seek official appointment. Jia Dao, 
on the other hand, was a Buddhist monk who renounced his vows in the 
hope of finding a place in the political arena. It was Su Shi  (1036-
1101), not a particular fan of either poet, who linked Jia Dao and Meng Jiao 
together with his oft-quoted comment that “Jia Dao is lean, Meng Jiao is 
cold” ( ).35 Although Jia Dao at first wrote in the rather mannered 
style of the Yuanhe period (806-820), he later turned to writing the 
five-syllable line regulated verse for which he is best known. According to 
Stephen Owen, in so doing Jia Dao was “situating himself in a lineage of 
poet-monks who had been practicing this craft since the period after the An 
Lushan Rebellion.”36 The aesthetics of this type of monastic regulated verse 
was characterized by a meticulous observance of the rules of poetic 
craftsmanship, a discipline mirroring that of the monastic vinaya or 
disciplinary code. The result was that, to again quote Owen, “[i]n striking 
contrast to the Yuanhe poets, for whom establishing poetic identity was 
central, the craftsmen of regulated verse are remarkably impersonal, even in 
their expressed sentiments.”37 I would suggest that in comparing Jizong 
Xingche’s work to these two late Tang poets, Wang Duanshu may have 
used Meng Jiao to indicate the experiences of Jizong’s life, including her 
time spent as a mountain recluse, and Jia Dao to refer to the meticulous 
craftsmanship of her five- and seven-syllable regulated verse and perhaps 
even its relative impersonality and non-gender specific language. However, 
whereas Jizong’s shanju poetry may appear quite impersonal in comparison 
to secular verse, during the Ming-Qing transition at least, such poems were 
regarded by many not only as personal demonstrations of poetic skills but, 
perhaps even more importantly, as personal testimonies of hard-earned 
skills at living a joyous life amidst the uncertainty of the times. Be that as it 
may, not only was the loyalist Wang Duanshu happy to include Jizong’s 
poems in her anthology of women poets, she also tells her readers that when 
reading the nun of Nanyue’s poems, she “could not help but feel spiritually 
transported” (bujin shenwang ).38  
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