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1 begin with some general comments on concubinage in China as 
background to my paper, which examines the literary practice of specific 
women who occupied the socially marginal position of concubines. 1 want 
to explore what implications we can draw from the intersection between 
social subjugation and subject positioning or self-construction in textual 
practice. 1 will discuss in pa付icular the poetry of one concubine in which a 
strong sense of identity and self-representation is in scribed . Through thi s 
example, 1 hope to illustrate the difference made vi sible by literacy to 
female agency and identity by exploring ho \V such women m ight 
compensate for, write against, resist呵 。 r overturn the marginality associated 
with concubinage through their literary vocation . Given that their 
personhood was denied on the social level 、 their literary pursuit s suggest a 
sense of self conceptualized on premises other than the social 、 which point 
to ideas of authority, subjectivity, and self-fullì Illllent produced in the act of 
wntmg 

The Room off to the Side 
Concubinage was a deep ly entrenched social institution in the history of 
China. It was one among several prevailing practices of unequal gender 
relations and female servitude institutionalized and naturalized by the 
Chinese patriarcha l family and social system . Although in legal and ritual 
contexts, a man could only marry one wife- his legal and offìcial wife, in 
practice, he could have one or more concubines in addition. 1 The ingra ined 
acceptance of concubinage is demonstrated by its practice well into the 
twentieth century. In China、 it took the malTiage laws instituted by the 
People's Republic in 1950 to eradicate the lingering practice. In colonia l 
Hong Kong, concubinage was not prohibited legall). L1l1 ti I as recently as 

197 1.2 
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The cO l11 rnon ter ll1 for a concubine is qie 妾 The earliest meaning of 
th is word is fe ll1 ale slave . That il was later employed as the word for 
"concubine" indicates the low social status of such women within 
normative social structures in which women were located , such as family 
and I ineage. The term clie also came to be used by women as the humble 
fonn for the gendered fil訓 -personal pronoun “ 1" that women used to refer 
to themselves in elocutionary acts. This eloclltionary form signifies the 
general subordinate social positioning of women in relation to men 
Another tenn for a concubine is cωhi 側室， which literally means “ side 
chamber" - the room off to the side. This pecllliar designation derives 
白'om and is implicated in the spatial construct of the Chinese hOllse 
compound and its corresponding social , religiolls, and cultural 
configuration 、 and theεendering and hierarchizing of its space. Within 
this physical configul剖ion 、 the concllbine was hOllsed in separate quarters 
at the side or the back of the compound. The tenn ceshi positions the 
wo.man who occupies its space primarily in relation to another woman , 

who occupies f /ie rOO I11 (shi) 、 or more precisely, the principal or central 
main room (二hengs糾正 室) within the master's house. 3 This woman is 
the principal wife , and 二hengshi is the term that refers to her- the mistress 
or lady of the house . The spatial location of the ceshi (side room) is 
precisely off-center or on the rnargins in the layout of the house 
cO ll1 pound 、 just as the role of the concubine is socially and ritllally 
ll1 arginal within the family. A concubine is not presented to the ancestors 
nor does she participate in the ancestral cult upon coming into the family 
Thus , gendered social hierarchy is integrated into conceptualization of 
pace 、 fonning an interlocking grid on sY ll1 bolic, social , and material 

levels 
The wife , whose legal and r叫'it叫ua叫1 s到ta剖tus was confe剖r叮T閃ed through the 

pe凹rform

川 p戶rope凹rt句Y 11川n t仙he fon川1刊11川n of dowrγy ， and thus had economic resources. In 
contrast , concubines \\'ere otìen bought fro ll1 poor families and brokers, 

ostensibly for reproductive purposes for the patriline, but often they were 
obtained for purposes ranging tì'o l1l providing domestic services to catering 
to Illale pleasure and enhancing class status. Concubines co圳 be given 叮
received a s ζilì s bel\\"èen Illen . The husband could rename her at will , and 
he could be disposed 01、 al \、 ill 、 even if she had produced children for the 

husband . In describing Ihe 巴eneral status and condition of concubines, the 
Alllerican anthropologisl Rubie Watson ell1 phasizes that a concllbine "was 
cut off fro l1l the oUlside world and became enmeshed in the private domain 
of her consort and his hou sehold 叫 Her ties to her natal tàmily were usually 
evered . Hel 的olation stands in co的 ast to the wife, who 0社en maintained 

contact with her parent s 、 s iblings 、 and other kin 
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From vemacular fiction and popular lore. t\\.o CO ll11ll on stereotypical 
images of the concubine e l11 erge. She is an lI nsc rllplllous. ruth less. and 
chem ing character、 who would use \\'hate\ er ll1 eans a\ ailable to defeat the 

other women of the house , \vhom she sees as ri\ als contending for the 
attention and favor of the master. Or she is the 111 irror opposi肥、 that of the 

ictim , persecuted by the principal wife or other concubines. Both the late 
Ming vemacular novel JiJ7 PiJ7g /I1ei 金瓶梅 (Golden Lotus) and the 
1993 film Raise Ihe Red LUJ7lerJ7 (dir. Zhang Yi ll1 0u 張 藝-謀) l11 an ipulate 
the dark side of the gender and power dyna ll1 ics of thi s syste ll1 of fe ll1 ale 
hierarchy dominated by patriarchy in the representation of concubines. But 
Rubie Watson believes that the concubine as victi ll1 is perhaps closer to the 
experience of many wOlllen who were in that position .=' 

Without denying the subjugation and com ll1 odifìcation ofwo ll1 en in the 
practice of concubinage、 1 argue that an approach to the experience of sO ll1 e 
concubines fro ll1 the perspective of wO ll1 en' s 1 iterary agency can show us 
more subtle areas of negotiation and more cOl1l plex 、 localized

configurations of gender and power relation s than are evident in hi storical 
and fictional representations. More sign ifìc a ntl y 、 wi th the redi scovery of the 
rich co叩us of women 's own texts from the M ing and Qing period s 、 we can 
pay attention to the voices of the concubines them se lves and their self­
perceptions. The standard catalogue of wO ll1 en ‘ s \vritings by Hu Wenkai 
includes literary works by more than seventy concubines.() Thus、 we are in a 
position to listen to those who wrote fro ll1 a side roO Ill、 those who 
endeavored to articulate their identities and subjectivities from a position 
designated as Illargina l. 

So, for some women who became concubines. actually their own side 
room could becollle an illlportant space in spite of or even because of their 
marginality. These women could exploit the contradiction inherent in this 
social and physical space, that of being separate while in bondage and 
confinelllent, which produced a zone in which sO ll1 e concubines were able 
to create and maintain a degree of autono l11)' and procluctivity. It is with in 
the clouble grid of what is intenclecl to be ll1 utually reinforcing center­
periphery spatialization and the top-bottom social hierarchization that some 
concubines open up a space of agency through literac 

In the best and worst of circumstances 、 the “ side room ,. can take on 
quite different meanings and fonns , both phys ically and metaphorically 
Besides just a roO Ill off to the side or the rear, in wealthy households it 
could be a side cou付yard or wing within the ll1 ain complex (as exe ll1 plified 
in Jin Ping Mei and Raise Ihe Red LUl1lerl1) 、 a detached lodging in the 
residential family compound、 or even a re ll1 0te country lodge away fro ll1 the 
Illain residence. Liu Rushi 柳如是 (1618?-64)、 the celebrated late M ing 
cou口esan ‘ was installed by her husband the famou s scholar Qian Qianyi 
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錢謙益 (1582-1664) ill the Jiangyun Lou 絆雲樓， a new lodge he built 
for her where the) could engage in literary projects together, undisturbed by 
ll1 undane dO ll1 e s tic 川 terference or the jealousy of the wife. 7 The legendary 
ill-fated young co川ubine Feng Xiaoqing 馮小青， also from the late 
Ming、 and one 01 ‘ her latrer day incarnations Li Shuyi 李淑儀 (1817-?), 
were banished by jealolls wives to physical and emotional isolation in 
family villas in the cOllntryside. 8 The wife prevented the husband from 
visiting Xiaoqing. In their lI nhappiness these women pOllred their energies 
into writing. Most 0 1' Feng Xiaoqing ‘ s poems were supposedly burnt by the 
vindictive wife after she died 、 young and lInfulfilled in love. BlIt Li Sh孔lllyi
accωomplis叮sh忱ed t\-\叭wo colle倪叫C叫ti昀on川1芯s of poetrγy 一8111叮〈οσ圳圳)'刊州P付叫iρ川;/η1刀1苟gl扣Oll 171η1Í的ngshlυ( b α iyo仰11穹g 
疏影樓名妹 百 詠 an吋lC吋dS幼h川l尺〈υ) ' i川1η19lο lf l1川7η1/ il1
花百詠一dllring her y的 of exile and had them published at the 
precociolls age 01' si.\teen.9 

In another meta l11 orphosis , for the concllbines of scholar-officials, this 
ide room cOllld be 11l 0bile and temporary、 such as a house-boat, an inn , or 

government residence. The concllbine was often the one who accompanied 
the hllsband to serve him on official joullleys and postings , wh圳1叫ile the wife 
r削e

85衍)、 the concubine of Ge Zhengqi 葛徵奇 (d. 1645), was a famoll 
painter and poet of the late M ing. 1 () Li accompanied her husband on official 
assignments all ovcr China for tïfteen years until his death. She painted and 
wrote many poems dllring these jOllrneys. The poem , titled “ Writing a Poem 
with my Husband LlI .\un as ollr Boat Departs from Guo COllnty," shows a 
life in movemenL as the cOllple began anotherjourney by boat 

Brllsh ing Ollr 1叫Je s 、 how hurriedly we depart, 
Hair almost halfwhite from worry 
Passing gllests are re\\' on the edge of the world , 

QlI r travelling )";itchen is empty oftïrewood 
At Meditatioll Pass , the 111011ntain moon is dim , 
By Fish Gate ‘ 111ζht lamps are flaming red. 
Knowi l1 g that the pille alld chrysanthemllms are fine , 
With Ollr hoes a l1 d books、 we can bear our poverty. 
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Li Yin alludes to the austerities oftrave l. 8eing on the 11l 0ve 、 they had 1 ittle 
contact with friends (the "passing guests") 、 and the portable kitchen was not 
stocked up . Ultimately she identifies with the simple life of a cultivated 
recluse by alluding to the pine and chrysanthernu l1l 、 the hoe and books、

associated with the fifth-century poet recluse Tao Qian . Li Yin tU rl1 S the 
boat into the site of a productive side room 

In the polygynous household , some concubines were interested in and 
found opportunities for learning and employing the technologies of (self-) 
inscription. Not surprisingly , some of the 11l 0st acco l11 plished concubine 
poets and painters were cou付esans who already possessed the 1 iterary and 
artistic skills necessary for their profession . They \\'ere trained in these arts 
as children so they could enteltain literati clients. Liu Ru s hi 、 Gu Mei 
顧媚 (1619-64) ， and Dong 8ai 董向 (1625-51) were some of the most 
celebrated examples of cou付esans who sought the status of concubine、 or，

to use the spatial metaphor, the “side room " as a privileged space and refuge 
from the floating world. They were success ful in escaping from the 
cou此esan life and manying into scholar-gentry fa l11 ilies as concubines and 
continued or increased their aliistic and poetic production . They often took 
on the role of co-editors and compilers alon旦s ide their husbands 、 working

on critical editions and anthologies. 12 

However, the more remarkable exarnples are young girl s who were sold 
into concubinage, such as Li Shuyi , mentioned earlier, who writes that she 
was ftrst sold by her parents out of desperate povelty to be a maid servant, 
the lowest on the female hierarchy within the household. 13 Most families of 
social standing would not want to sell or rnarry their daughters as 
concubines. Young wO l11 en sold or given aw旬， as concubines were 
generally fro l11 economically or socially degraded farnilie s or from lower 
social classes. 

Shen Cai (b. 1732): A Concubine of Tale nt 
As mentioned above, historians and anthropologists have often viewed the 
concub ine as victim and Chinese novelists often represented them as 
predatory. In order to provide a sense of what concubines thought of 
themse lves and to give them their own voice 、 1 \\'ould 1 ike to present in 
some detail the writings of Shen Cai i尤彩 (b. 1732) 、 who became a 
concubine at the age of twelve to the scholar and bibliophile Lu Xuan 
陸短. Lu Xuan (style name Meigu 梅 谷) rnentions in the preface he 
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wrote to her collected wo巾， entitled Chunyulou ji 春雨樓集

(Collection of Spring Raill Pavilion) , 14 that she came 什om a good family in 
Wuxing 吳興， Zhejian旦， which had declined. 15 We know little of her 
girlhood life before the age of twelve , when she was married to Lu Xuan as 
his concubine. She made one self-reference to her childhood in a colophon 
she wrote to a handscroll of cloudy mountains by the Song painter and 
calligrapher Mi Fu 米市 (1051-1 107), which was in her husband's 
collection. After evalllating the marvelous qualities of Mi 's brushwork, 
Shen Cai was in sp ired by the expanse of mists and clouds in the small 
painting to recall brielly a relatively free and see ll1 ingly 1l10bile childhood 
traveling by boat in the scen ic surroundings of her native region: 

1 re ll1 ember when 1 was a child 1 often went back and forth 
betweell Lake Fuyu (Floating Jade) and Lake Bilang (E ll1erald 
Wave) . 1 saw the 11Ish green ofthe trees in the ll1 ist, houses along 
the water, and temples on Mount Bian . The shapes and lines along 
Mount Long were like the curves of chignons and brows. They 
seem to disappear into the vast expanse ofwhite ll1 ist. AII ofthese 
have gone illto the painting. Opening this scroll my fonner haunts 
seem like a dream . (ChllJ7l'lI lοuj人 13 .4a-b)

Fro ll1 the age of twelve on 、 the space of her side chamber, the off-center 
boudoir of the concubine、 within the Lu family residence in Pinghu , 
Zh句 ianιconstituted the basic boundary of her physical existence. 16 

The only extensive excursion Shen Cai recorded was to a nearby river 
Dongxi (East Stream) 、 where her husband took her for an evening cruise in 
the new fa ll1 ily pleasure boat when she was twenty-one. In this little travel 
essay 、 she recorded her husband's invitation with his little discourse on 
travel: “ Would you like 10 travel ? Let Ille tell you about traveling. One does 
not need to travel am idst falllous Illollntains and great rivers. It is simply a 
ll1atter of following olle' s inspiration. We can just take the boat along East 
Strea ll1 where we call recite poetry and view the scenery. Shollld we make 
the excursion?" The essay continlled to record the sensations, sights, and 
sounds during the cruise 、 and ends w ith her own retlection on the mean ing 
of travel 

We made our return late into the night. 1 retlect on the fact that my 
feet walk over six square foot of ground; 1 have never traveled 
Now m)' traveling stops here , but it has more than satisfied my 
simple inspil剖 ion. 1 th ink that if one could not get simple 
inspil剖 ion ， thou皂h one In ight travel all over the world, one would 



Writing from a Side Room of Her Own 

110t have begun to travel really. Thus 1 record thi s. C.Record of a 
Boat Excursion on DO l1gxi ," Chll巾 '111ο IIji. 10.7a-b) 

47 

This short essay, which records a unique e.x perience outside the inner 
qua口ers of the home、 also indicates inverse ly Shen Caïs physicall 
confìned mode of existence. It also inscribes her acceptance 、 even

affìnnation , of the spatial boundary of her life by agreeing with her 
husband 、 s view of the signifìcance of the spirit and not the physical extent 
of trave l. In contra泣， Lu Xuan's brief biography in the local gazetteer 
Pinghll xian::::hi highlights his interest in traveling to natural sites 、 and

records that he visited famous mountains such as Si ll1 ing and Tiantai in 
Zhejiang and the Yangzi and Huai River area further north .17 Thus the 
lesson he gave Shen Cai involves a familiar double standard when viewed 
against his own practices. If we read the gender difference underlying hi 
words , we can see that though his statement is ll1 ade from an apparently 
universal perspective, it is aimed at convincing hi s concubine that there is 
no need for her to travel outside the home to see the world or nature 
Located with in a gender regime that prescribes the inner sphere of the home 
as the ideal space for women 、 neither he nor Shen Cai sa\\' the inherent 
contradiction between his words and hi s action 

Let us consider further Shen Caï s soc ial status, education and 
environment after she entered the Lu household 司 and ho \V these play into 
her identity fonnation. Lu Xuan 's preface notes that \\ hen Shen Cai malTied 
into his home that "she was pretty but proper and serious. and well endowed 

ith intelligence," and that his wife began to teach her Tang poetry and Ban 
Zhao 's (ca .49-ca.120) classic Nl"?j ie 女誠 ( Precepts for Women) 
(C你可1fIOll ji、 preface 3a).18 Lu' s wife is Peng Zhenyin 彭貞隱、
granddaughter of the early Qing scholar-bureaucra t. poet 、 and song Iyric 
critic Peng Sunyu 彭孫遍! (1631-1700) 司 and herse l f a poet .19 Lu further 
comments on Shen Caïs good me ll1 0ry and the elTorts she has put into book 
leaming and practicing calligraphy. This desc ription of Shen Caïs 
education under the tutelage ofthe principal v\'ife is reminiscent ofa mother 
educating a daughter. In this case, the wife and concubine developed an 
unusually nurturing and intimate relationship 

Lu Xuan 's biography in the PÎnghll xÎon::::hi describes h im as not 
on Iy a keen traveler, wh ich means he was away frolll home qu ite often 
but also a bibliophile and a medical practitione r. In a note to a poem 
sent to him , Shen Cai mentions that he was invited to read books at the 
prestigious 1 ibrary Tianyige 天 一 閣 in Ningbo (('/1111 月\ï t!O Il ji 、 4.3b)

The gazetteer noted that after he failed in the district examination 、 he

gave up pursuing an official career. Instead he sold part of his famil 
property to acquire books and devoted himself to scholarship and 



writing. 20 Thus 、 the material resources for studying and writing , the 
literati inclinations of Lu Xuan , the poetic ability and maternal attitude 
of Peng Zhenyin 、 and the shared 1 iterary and artistic interests in the 
household together constituted a supportive environment for Shen Cai's 
poetic and artistic development 

Shen Cai 、 s own sel f-representation also gives emphasis to her 
education and her dedication to learning. In the poem sequence entitled 
“ Narrating in Jes t'. written later in life, Shen Cai summarizes the stages of 
her education: 品。m its beginning under the tutelage ofthe principal wife , to 
her subsequent success at learning, and finally to her role as teacher to their 
children. Shen would have received some training prior to her entering her 
new home 、 but 川 the tìrst poems she downplays her achievements to 
emphasize her indebtedness to Peng Zhenyin 
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Chann ing and small at twelve, not knowing names, 
Learning to make dividing lines , 1 couldn ' t quite write 
But then 1 paid respects to a good teacher- the principal wife, 
Opening the classics 1 became a young female scholar 

11 
Ten li of spring breeze brightens the Brocade River, 

A female ::11/ Wllg\ ﹒ ll(川， the top candidate on the examination list. 
Among examples of pupils in the paternal hall of instruction, 
The Lord ofthe East should agree to my being a studen t. 

111 

Dare you hope to go frolll dullness to high ranks? 
In learning characters you must at least remember your names. 
The rod is imposingly placed next to knife and ruler, 

In giving the children lessons J" ve now become the female master 

U
T崗

十 三 嬌小小女11 名
學 弄烏 絲到米 j戊

卻并良自IIJ 5J大婦
橫經曾 1í三 失-古生

戲述

春風十世錦 江 明

女狀元標第 一 名
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若論鯉庭桃 李例

東君 應 許作門生。

敢希愚魯到 公 卿

識 字 須組 記姓名。

夏楚儼陳刀 尺 畔，

課兒 今 作女先 生。

(Chlln)'uloll ji, 7 .6b) 
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The third poe ll1 is a rare example of reference to c l1 il dren in Shen Ca ï s 
writings . In contrast to the practice comm on among \\'omen poets whose 
collections often include poell1s addressed to or about their children, it i 
significant that there are so few references to child re n in Shen Caï s 
writings . There is only one other reference at the end of a co lophon she 
inscribed on a piece of calligraph y by her hu sban d 、 in \\" 11 ich she notes that 
he wrote and kept the calligraphy in order to sho\\' it to th e children 
(Chlll1)'lI lou ji, 14.8a-b). The family certainly had chil dren. In hi s preface 、

Lu makes a passing referen ce to hav ing we ll be l1 aved sons and daughter 
(Chlll1)'uloll j i , preface 3a).2 1 It is not poss ible to tell wh eth er Shen Ca i had 
any children of her own. But as a concubin e 、 a n y ch i Idren borne to her 
would have been considered lega ll y and soc iall y th e children of the 
principal wife.22 The all1 bivalent social and emoti onal statu s of the 
concubine-mother might explain the absen ce of children in her writin g. In 
any case , Shen Cai decidedly does not take a ll1 atern al angle in constructing 
her identity and subjecti vity in writing. Her interest is in reproducing the 
ensuous wO ll1 an and the ass iduous calligrapher as se lf- representations 

Inscribing and Arranging: Modes of Self-Production 
When we turn to the fonn and content of Shen Ca ï s collection 、 we find that 
it is substantial and richly varied. This is not surpri sing once we recognize 
and encounter material抄 her intense focu s on and dedication to writing and 
calligraphy. The Chunyulou j i contains a total of 14j llol1 (or chapters) in the 
following order and categories: juan 1 rh yme prose (6 pi ece s) 、 j ll Cln 2-7 shi 

poetry (253 pieces), j ual1 8-9 song Iyrics (66 pieces) 、 jlfW7 10-1 1 prose ( 10 
pieces), and juan 12- 14 inscriptions and colophons (61 pieces). The 
collection was printed in 1782 when she was th irty-one and contains the 
fruits of fifteen or more years of active pursuit of writing poetry and prose 
and practicing calligraph y. The collection was obviously conceived as the 
culmination of her al1i stic and literary achieve ll1 ent s. and the arrange ll1ent 
of its contents by genre, which highlights her va ri ecl acco ll1 pli shm ents 、

corroborates thi s interpretation 
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For the purpose 01' publ ication , Shen Ca i meticulously copied the entire 
manuscript in her own hand over a period of several months in 17訓，

indicating the prec ise date at several points of completion within the 
collection. At the end ofjllun 1 、 s h e record s: “ On the twenty-ftrst day of the 
fïfth month 、 in the x inc/w lI year ofQianlong (1781), written at the Arbor of 
Lotus Fragrance and Ba l11 boo Color. The end of juan 1." (Chunyulolt j人

1.8b). Then at the end ofjllun 4 she writes: “ After an ailment 1 got up on the 
Double Seventh. The water caltrops have already climbed up and the 
autumn begonias are tìlling the fï sh basket, their fragrances absolutely pure 
Wearing a smooth damask unlined robe , 1 write in the East Pavilion ofQijin 
Studio." The prec ise 1l1 0lll ent of cO l11 pletion and Shen's sensual awareness 
of the sight and scents 01' her surroundings and her body (what she was 
wearing) are insc ribed in the tex t. And fïnally , at the end of j1fαn 7: “On the 
twenty-third 、 I lìnished cO l11 piling all the shi poems. In total there are six 
jzwn of poetry with two hundred and fïfty-three poems, and fïfteen 
appended." 2] Hu Wenkai noted in his entry on Shen Cai that the wood 
blocks for the edition were carved with the calligraphy of her hand-copied 
Illanuscript, which is a much more expensive process, but it also adds 
further aesthetic va lue to the literary collection.24 

The Feminine/Female Subject in the Text 

Focusing on her poetic texts 、 the site of subject construction , what did Shen 
Cai inscribe on these pages with her brush and ink? Did she illlitate, 
construct、 0 1' re/ invent models and styles? If we exallline the poetry, both shi 

and ci, in the collection , the focus is on an unabashedly feminine self, based 
on the model of representation which Maureen Robertson in her study on 
women poets textual positions calls the "literati-feminine."25 This is a 
female persona constructed by the Illale gaze and desire, as represented in 
the sixth century anthology of love poems Yutai xinyong 

主臺新詠 (New Songs from a Jade Terrace) in which the female image 
is eroticized and objecti tìed in a voyeuristic presentation .26 Indeed , Shen 
Cai begins the shi poetry section with a poem explicitly entitled "Imitating 
the Jade Terrace Style、.

Delicate and pretty 、 a ll1 aiden at fïfteen , 
Bright、 bright 、 in s ide the deep chamber. 
The moon rel"lects on her lightly penciled brows, 
The wind blows on her moist fragrant mouth 
Red beans are fro ll1 the tree of longing, 
Its blosso lll s opcn in the long autulll l1 days 
Concerned how she ‘ s th inned under the sash , 

She dares not embroider mandarin ducks 
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效玉臺體

盈盈十五女，
咬咬在洞房。

月映眉黛淺，

風吹口澤香 。

紅豆相思樹，

花開秋日長 。
自憐羅帶滅，

不敢繡鴛鴦 o

(Chunyulouji, 2.1 a) 

SI 

The vocabulary, the mildly erotic imagery 、 the ll1 etaphor of love longing 
(red beans, emaciated waist under the sash 司ll1 andarin ducks) all derive fro ll1 

the “ Jade Te叮ace" style, or what 1 refer to as the boudoir-erotic style . But is 
th is il11 itation 、 self-objectification ， or self-representation? As the fìl計 piece

in the shi section in the roughly chronological arran gement、 thi s piece i 
1110st probably juvenilia. Fi缸een s lfi、 or fourteen years old , is fonnally the 
beginning of l11 aturity for girls , the age of the girl in the poem , when girls 
have their hair pinned up (ji 算) in a ceremony mark ing the rite of passage; 
this ritual is often al so performed just before th e \vedd ing or engagemen t. 27 

In a colophon Shen Cai wrote on a piece of calligraphy entitled “ Spring 
Rain

o 、 by the monk Zhiyong (fifth century) 、 s h e records th e occas ion of her 
own rite of passage into wO l11 anhood as her CO J1l ing of age ceremon 
enacted with the principal wife: “This was in the hil1gshlf year of Qianlong 
(1766) when I first had my hair pinned up and paid ll1 y respects to madam 
Madam gave me this calligraphy as a token of her friendship in retu l1l . I 
accordingly changed the name of my pavilion to ‘ Spring Rain .' 
(Chunyulou ji, 14.7a) This record is a textual and gender di splacement of 
the consummation of the marriage with Lu Xuan. She enacts the CO Il1 ing of 
age with the wife rather than the hu sband 、 but the poem marks a self­
consciousness of being an erotic object 

The anthology Yulai xi旬 'ong was in the fam il y possession. One of her 
song Iyrics is subtitled “On a spring day 、 written on the back of Ylftαl 

xinyong" (Chunyulou ji、 8.7a-b ). Perhaps on a certain level , her own life 
experiences find resonance with the 1 iterary representation of the enclosed , 

eroticized boudoir/garden space where temporality is embodied in the 
cyclical repetition ofnature, an orderliness different from the vicissitudes of 
an individual's life connected t。“outs ide 'o realities or hi storical chan ge 
She uses the character gui 闇 “boudoir'o often in poem titles and poem text 
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in various cOllìbinations: )'u lIglli 幽閏 “secluded boudoir," hongglli 

紅間“red boudoir," jing l川 金 閏 “golden boudoir," 的峙的

蘭閏 "'orchid boudoir" e此 ， quite in keeping with the conventions of this 
sty1e of poetry. Many titles in the Chllnyulou ji a1so use simp1e seasona1 
rnarkers , lending thern a generic fee l. But the texts of her poems manipulate 
a conventionalized language to express the specific, and in the process 
display great sensitivity to the subtle and rninute changes and variations in 
the rnicroscopic , intilllate nature of her experience and perception. Take for 
exarnple the following couplets 

The Onset of Winter Chill 

Butterflies 、 sta l1 1ed by the sudden cold, find it hard to settle on the 
grass , 

Flies, loving the light wannth , easily fal1 into the tea 

草
茶

依
入

難
易

冷
溫

寒

乍
微

初
驚
戀

…
蝶
繩

(Chlll7 rll!ο IIji， 6.5a) 

Autullìn Evening in the Srnall Garden 

As 1 sat a long ti ll1 e 、 the green rnoss got rnoistened by white dew , 
When 1 walk the yellow leaves set off in relief my red shoes. 

By ll1 istake 1 brushed off the firefly on rny hair一
It's just the 1l1 00nlight through the woods glittering on the gold 
hairpin 

小國秋夕

露
鞋
心
洛
釵

z
H
紅
火

金

滋
圳
附

此虫
圳
雄

心AH
史
真
川
門

青
黃

拂
明

久
來
認
林

坐
行
…
鉛
疏

(( '/7lIJ1_l ' 1I!()uj人 5.7a-b)
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The fol lowing poems also capture the m inuti ae 0 1' her dai 1) 1 i fe presented in 
a fe ll1 inine mode 

Writing from a Side Room of Her Own 

Written at the Spur ofthe Moment 

I' ve thrown away needle and thread to relax all day. 
The trellis ofred wisteria has hidden th e tlorallatch 
Tired of listening to the babbling ofvillage ditti ~山
1 taught the little ll1aid the Iyrics to 111 )' new song 

遣興

閒
關
曲
髮

日
花
斑
小

盡
掩
斑
教

拋
約
聽
詞

長
一
厭
新

線
藤
歌
把

針
朱
村
自

。

(Cll1tn)'1IIoll ji, 2.2b) 

Autu ll1 n Sitting at Night Reading 

In the delicate cool I love to read the ZllIICll1g二 l

At the low desk in my bed , reflections on the green gauze­
The moon has set past the pavilion一一J rea li ze J' ve sat l ong、
Even the jasmine flower on my hair has already bloo l11 ed~ 

Earl 

新秋夜坐讀書

華
紗
久
花

南
碧
坐
開

讀
映
知
已

喜
床
樓
莉

初
框
降
茉

涼
几
過
邊

嫩
柴
月
鬢

(Chunyulouji , 6.3b) 

Writing Characters 

On the cold paired-fish inkstone it soaks up the clear wave , 

I lick on the fine brush , lightly moistened with ink 
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But 1 was watched by the maid , giggling on the side­
Cherry lips suddenly dotted with purple grapes 
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作字

濤
一毫
笑
鈞

清
采
竊
心
喃

汲
忱
窺
紫

冷
儒
質

點

洗
輕
鴉
忽

魚
墨
被
櫻

雙
淡
卻
朱 。

Each small object , each Ill inute detail , each seemingly insignificant 
incident, each subjective observation 01' musing is encapsulated in a poem. 
It is' easy to see the intluence of the boudoir-erotic language and convention 
in the above pOelll S 、 but Shen Cai subverts that very model in using it by 
constituting an active fem in ine subject at the center of these poems, turning 
them into the expressive felllinine 1l10de associated with folk song traditions 
such as the Book (!l S()}7gs、 the popular songs of Wu , and the song cycles of 
Ziye of the Six Dynasties . In the poe ll1 “ Writing Characters," she turns 
herself into the object of the gaze (third line) only to create a comical 
vignette: the lllaid is the innocent voyeur of lips messed up from the 
practice of calligraphy 

Shen Cai is daring in trying out the erotic potential in her poetry. Her 
collection contains sOllle of the most erotic verses written by a Chinese 
wO ll1 an poet. There are t\,\lO poems entitled “ Recording Events on a 
Winter 's Night ," which are thinly veiled descriptions of a memorable night 
pent with her hu sband 

(C hu 11) 'lt! ()lf j i、 2.6 b)

Outside the thin curtain lingering snow , we discussed poetry 
to皂ether，

Never believing there ‘ s separation in the human world . 
In drealll sudclenly 1 chanted verses of heartbreak , 
Under the plUlll blosSOlll canopy this was known by spring 

On pillows designed with ll1 andarin ducks, calls of " little darling," 
The song writer of love really does have passion 
We sing again the lllelocly of Fish Playing in Spring Water, 
Keeping the candle trilll ll1 ed and lit by the perfumer till dawn. 
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冬夜紀事二絕

詩
離
句
知

論
別
腸
春

共
有
斷
被

雪
間
吟
底

殘
人
忽
帳

簾
信
里
花

疏
不
夢
梅

卿
情
曲
明

卿
有
水
天

喚
信
春
到

上
人
遊
燭

枕
詞
魚
剪

鴦
豆
唱
籠

鴛
紅
重
薰

(Ch lfl1)'lflouji, 3.8a) 

Other poe l11 s focu s more explicitly on th e body. often titled with the 
word xi 戲“playfull y" to di ve付 th e referential ity of the erotic content and 
emphasize the literary play, such as the song Iyric to the tune NU l7xial7g::i 
南鄉子 subtitled "Playfully on Taking a Bath" 戲詠浴 ((γ11 11 7)'lflo lf ji 
9.3a). ln "Playful Poern on Springtime Hills'" she l1l a) \\"ell be describing 
her own body through the eroticized representation of nature 

Beyond the tips of apricot trees two jade peak山
Thin clouds bind across and the green mist is l ay的'ed

If you want to see the whole body ofthe delicate hill s, 

You should ask Third Master to untie th e breast cover 

戲詠春山

峰
重
體
胸

兩
煙
全
抹

玉
翠
山
解

頭
束
見
郎

梢
橫
欲
三

子
雲
瓏
倩

杏
微
玲
擬

ong Iyric on 

(Chunyulouji, 4.6b) 

But Shen Cai can also rnake fun of the erotic 、 such as in th i 
bound feet , to the tune “ Wang Jiangnan :" 

How ridiculous! 
To bend the long jade bov 
Binding thern so tight they grow an underside just 1 ike a crab 
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Spread out those delicate toes in a row­
They' re not as good as a piece of ginger 
What flavor are they? 1 ask you , young lover 
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望 江南

戲 詠 纏足

蟹
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，

、
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r

l
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，

《

向
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V
L
UF

〈

長
渾
不

郎

可
擠
指
檀

甚
不
生

纖
問

謂
屈
縛
排
昧

無
竟
牢
朗
何

(Chm月l'/l 1()uj人 9 . 2b)

This is one of the very few poems that women wrote about the bound 
foot , which is the most concealed part of the feminine body. Their erotic 
appeal lies in their mystitïcation , a covered fetish to be fondled and smelled 
but never un ll1asked. Shen Cai not only wrote about them but did so in a 
critical and satirical tone 、 completely demystifying their erotic appeal by 
exposing their "naked truth" to the male lover who could only smell but not 
actually see the l11 . As WO l11 en knew about the shape and looks of their own , 
and thus other WO l11 en's bound feet , Shen Cai's "poetic" disclosure 
challenges the l11 ale reader in general to visualize the not-so-pre位y Iumpy 
and gnarled appearance of bound feet 

Shen Cai is conscious of the fact that she is working within the 
conventions of the boudoir-erotic style. 28 But her self-representation is 
more effectively individual because she writes in the language and 
convention only to subvert the cliché image of passively waiting, tear­
stained , love-Iorn ladies il11ll1obilized in their lonely chambers. There is a 
total absence of tears 01' Illelancholy in her poetry; neither is there any sense 
of boredo l11 01' ennui . She textualizes the boudoir environment into an 
energized 、 productive space. She transforms into poetic subjects her daily 
duties and activities such as serving tea to her husband , sewing and 
e ll1 broiderin皂、 teach ing the ll1aid , playing a musical instrument, sitting or 
walking in her little garden. In her self-representation , she is always 
occupied \vith meaningful activity- busy reading, studying, practicing 
ca lli graphy 、 and writ ing poetry 、 often deep into the night and also early in 
the 1l10rning. Her working at calligraphy is a reculTing subject of her poems. 
SO ll1e of these poe l11 S describe hU ll1orous accidents and contain a light touch 
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of se1f- irony、 even whi1e she is copyin旦 the revered s t~ les 0 1' past rnaster 
such as Yang Xin (370-442) 羊欣 and Ou川巴 Xill(I007-7:2)歐陽修

Leaming Ca l1 igraph 

The ivory tube 1ight1y dabbed in the ink clolld. 
On a co1d day I tried to copy Yang Xin 's st) le 
Not succeeding, rny hand slipped , the pointed brllsh fel l. 
It soiled rny skirt ofbutterflies in gold appliqllé 

童
自

學

雲
欣
落
裙

墨
羊
毫
蝶

黨
彷
尖
峽

輕
格
手
金

輕
書
失
泥

管
寒
成
沸

象
日
不
竟

(Chun)'ulouji, 3.3a-b) 

1 was Copying Ollyang Xill's Calligraphy at Night when 
SlIddenly Embers from the La ll1 p Dropped and Made Bum 
Marks. I was Really Mad . Mada ll1 Wrote a Poe l1l and so I 
Harmonized with a Quatrai n 

A scro11 ofthin Ou style- beautiful without a blemish 、

Suddenly bU I1l marks like fallen scabs spread all ovel 
1 won't deny that the silver stand had brought happiness , 

At the autumn window I lost control and cursed the fla ll1 e 

甚圭
心

余忽燈燼落成燒;良
因和作一絕 。

夜臨歐書

夫人有詩

瑕
痴
喜
花

無
落
送
燈

美
似
曾
嗎

幅
痕
虹
口

一
燒
銀
失

歐
漫
道
窗

瘦
忽
不
秋

。

(Chunyulouji, 4 .4b) 

More often , her poems on practicing calligraphy sho \V her concentration 
and deep absorption. They a1so show her detenn ination and pers i stence、 at
different times ofthe day and in different seasons. The title of another poe ll1 
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describes how her husband playfully tried to snatch the brush away from 
behind her while she was practicing unawares , but she was holding it so 
tight in concentration that surprisingly he could not get it out of her hand. 
She thus ends the quatrain with the couplet: “ Don't say that slender 
leeks of spring have no energy or strength/There are three c1 aw marks 
on the balllboo brush" 莫道春纖無氣力，爪痕入竹有三分
(ChZ II1)'lIloll ji、 6 . 5a-b ) . Once again 、 slender leeks/slender fingers- a 
cO ll1 lllonly fetishizecl part of the felllale body in boucloir-erotic poetry- are 
here given strength anclmeaning with the new task they are perfonning 

叭I hile Shen Cai takes the boudoir-erotic style as her point of departure, 
in many of her poems she actually turns the eroticized female object into an 
actively desiring s圳ect . She takes clelight in her bocly, in her senses, in her 
talents , and most of all in being a wOlllan . Her clesires include the avid b 

pursuit of reading , learning、 ancl writing. Shen Cai does not experience 
either her gender or her efforts at learning as a burden or as mutually 
incolllpatible: she celebrates both. Her poems are literally and entirely 
written with in the boudoir. ln so doing, she has turnecl the boudoir space 
into a site of procluction and performance. 

Sequestered in her sicle room , she achieved a degree of al1istic and 
literary reputation in her own lifetillle. Her talents crossed beyond the 
boundaries of her boucloir as her calligraphy was sought by a Japanese and 
her poetry circulated to the capital Beijing (Chunylllollj人 Preface 3a, 7. 7a) 
A few years after the publication of her collected works, seven of her poems 
were selected for inclusion in the antho logy of women 's poetry the Jifang ji 
擷芳集 (preface 1785) 、 a vast compilation of more than 2000 women 
poets compiled by Wang Qishu 汪啟淑 (fl. late eighteenth century). Her 
poe ll1 s are inclucled in the last jllω7 of the section of poetly by concubines 
Uishi ~臣 f寺， 70 .12a-13b). ln 1779, as he penned the preface in preparation 
for the publication of her poetry and prose writings, Lu Xuan gave more 
than a hint that Shen Cai ‘ s 1 i terary ancl artistic work properly carried out 
within her side roo l11 was both an economic resource and cultural capital for 
the family: “ Now her poellls have circulated to the capital , and her 
call igraphy has reached across the ocean. Relying on her brush like Wu 
Cailuan 吳彩鶯20 she can help out our slight resources; assisting with 
the management of a Li Luoxiu 李絡秀，30 she will enhance our 
reputation ." (CI7lIJ7.l'lIlouj人 Preface 3a) 

Shen Cai ll1 ay we ll have brought money into the householcl with her 
publication. My research inclicates that a large nUlllber of copies of her 
poetry co ll ection mLl st have been printed , which suggests that her work was 
popular and reached a larger audience. In contrast to other women 's texts , 

most of which have one 0 1' two copies extant in rare book collections, Shen 
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Cai's Chunyllloll ji can be found in all the rnajor rare book collections in 
libraries in China, such as Beijing, Shanghai 、 Nanjin皂、 and Hangzhou 

For Shen Cai , her subordinate status and her upbringing \vithin a 
polygamous household from the young age of twelve had successfull 
inculcated in her an acceptance of her specitìc gender role as a concubine 
and of her confined mode of ex istence. Her primary c1 uty \\'as to serve her 
master without upsetting the hannony of the household . However, frorn her 
literary works, a reader wOllld neither categorize her as a passive object and 
sllbservient woman , nor as a cO J1 niving concubine manipulating the 
attention of her husband in relations of power to the other women in the 
household , especially the principal wife. whorn she treats more like a 
teacher and mother than a competitor for her husbancl' s affection. Her se lf­
representation resists stereotypes. Her poetry 、 while approximating certain 
male paradigms of the representation of women 、 a l so subvert s them in the 
process. She has constructed a different gendered s i 旦 n itìca nce and space for 
herself through the medium and technology of writing in the space of the 
side chamber 

Conclusion 
From examples of concubines such as Liu Ru shi 、 Li Yin 、 and Shen Cai , we 
see that the gender regime could provide opportunities for and 
accommodate the literary aspirations of some women who were otherwise 
at the bottom of the social sphere to ga in literacy and literary fame despite 
the many odds that such a system held against the l1l . It provided them with a 
"side room ," a space with poss ibilities. This may be read as another instance 
of a resilience in the Confucian gender system that enabled it to co-opt 
women 's complicity.3 1 In a poem addressed to a neighbor g irl 、 probablyan
imaginary interlocllter, Shen Cai defends both the pursuit of learning and 
being a woman 

In Reply to a Neighbour Girl 

1 intone when the moon is facing the \V indov~ 、

Recite softly when the sun is at h igh noon 
The girl next door said to me 
“ Reading books is to make onese lf suffer in va in 
1 thank my neighbor for her word 
BlI t my heart wil l always look to antiquit 
It' s like the bees making honey, 

My life chietly depends on it 
A thousand cases ofbooks wil l surpass a hundred city \\'all 
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The myriad affairs will seelll lighter than a feather 
1 just wish that it will always be like this, 
Even in my next life 1 want to be an old woman. 
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Shen Cai ' s writings offer a startlingly positive view of herself and her 
environment、 as do writings by other concubines. In a sense they are the 
fortunate ones who have the indispensible support oftheir husbands . But we 
can still ask what meanings textual production was able to offer those in 
positions of subordination . With Shen C的， what remains to be examined are 
the inscriptions and colophons on paintings, and essays of connoisseurship, 
in which she aSSllmeS the subject position and full authority of an art critic. 
This is true also with the many unexplored writings of other women. How 
hould we read self-representations that, rather than offering a critique of 

the patriarchal fam i Iy system and the tensions in the subordinated female 
hierarchy by re旦 istering complaint and sutfering, instead seem to locate a 
pace for agency and the fultïllment of desire within the boundaries of the 

polygynous systelll ? Do our modern perspectives and cultural differences 
obscure and erase certain possibilities for relational experience which , if we 
listen to the voices of the subordinated , we Illay recover? 

( ChUl7yulOI(j人 6 . 5b)

Note 
1 \vould like to thank Robin Yates and TO Ill Looser for their helpful 
comments on this papel 
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