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Abstract 
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Jin Tang, M.Music 
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Supervisor:  Stephen Slawek 

 
Chinese feudal women have long been identified as victims of the Chinese 

Confucian patriarchy and discussed in terms of notions of backwardness, dependency, 

female passivity, biological inferiority, intellectual inability, and social absence. This 

image of the victimized women, however, is a product of China’s modernization and 

Westernization processes since late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century. Its formation 

is inseparable from the appropriation of the colonialist categories of sex binarism by the 

May Fourth male “new intellectuals.” This binary, linear gender ideology, together with 

the social context of Confucianism’s long-term status as the official, orthodox ideology in 

premodern China, easily led to the conceptualization of women in terms of absence, 

marginalization, and ultimately victimization. In this process, Chinese women became 

Woman, the other of Man, which constitutes a monolithic, ahistorical entity that masks 

specificities and variations in different historical periods and concrete cultural contexts, 

and obscures the dynamics of gender relationships. Kunqu (Kun opera) and the literati 
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culture of late Ming (1573-1644) and early Qing Dynasty (1644~1722) surrounding it 

could be of particular use to demonstrate the problem of this binary and static 

conceptualization of gender in premodern China. In this study, I will be examining the 

case of two distinguished kunqu, Mudan ting (The Peony Pavilion) and Taohua shan 

(The Peach Blossom Fan), whose text, music, and performance raise interesting questions 

about femininity and masculinity in the specific social and cultural context of the time. 

Through this study, I want to help illuminate the inadequacy of the modernist, rigid sex 

binarism in understanding traditional Chinese gender ideology which cannot be reduced 

to the Western sexual physiology and biology, and to refute the ahistorical construction 

of the victimized Chinese Woman. 
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Introduction 

PRELUDE 

Seated in Peking University Hall, I was watching the performance of Kunqu Mu Dan 
Ting, which was written by Tang Xianzu, one of the leading men of letters and 
playwrights of his time. It was staged by the renowned Suzhou (a poetic, historical city of 
Jiangsu Province) Kunqu Opera Theater. Everything was so elegant, graceful, refined, 
and cultured, which characterized Kunqu and the elite scholar-official culture of Ming 
Dynasty. I was captivated by the male protagonist Liu Mengmei (柳夢梅), a young 
scholar of the literati class, the three characters of whose name respectively meant 
willow, dream, and plum. His high-pitched, slow, melismatic, and refined singing. His 
every elegant gesture and facial expression. His bright but light robes with exquisitely 
embroidered flowers. His touching Danfeng Yan (丹鳳眼, literally: red phoenix eyes). His 
white, tender, beardless face. His red lips and powdered cheeks. I was desiring. Desiring 
his beauty and talent. He who embodied a kind of stereotypic, ideal image of traditional 
Chinese males. Desiring not so much his difference as his blending of yin (陰) and yang 
(陽), or desiring because of his yin. He was still he as opposed to she, but yin and yang 
did not fixate on she/woman/female and he/man/male. As the Chinese saying well 
illustrates: 陰陽相逐；陰陽相薄；陰陽往來；陰陽更勝；陰在内，陽之守也，陽在外，陰之

使也；重陰必陽，重陽必陰. It was the constant flowing, interaction, interchanging, and 
fusion of yin and yang that were so desirable. If, wondering in retrospect, such processes 
were happening in both he and she, then the now taken-for-granted modern dualistic 
notion of man/male and woman/female would to a large extent just render as biology. 

——written several years after I attended the performance 
 

It has been well recognized by sinologists that Chinese philosophical tradition, as 

exemplified in the earliest classics such as Yi Jing and Dao De Jing, basically adopts a 

dialectical, complementary, and holistic approach to dualisms, and is characterized by a belief in 

constant movement and the inevitability of change.1 The classical Western thought tradition, 

which centers heavily on dichotomies, is alien to Chinese traditional epistemology, philosophy, 

and culture. And the modern, Western female/male binary is one of a series of exclusionary 

dualisms such as self-other, mind-body, thinking-feeling, public-private, nature-culture, 

discipline-freedom, abstract/concrete, etc., which cannot be applied uncritically to analyzing 
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issues in the Chinese contexts. Since the early-twentieth century, however, the gradual adoption 

and appropriation by the modern, new Chinese intellectuals of the nineteenth-century Western, 

colonialist gender ideology in which the female and the male are conceived as bipolar 

oppositions based on sexual physiology has led to ⑴ the obscuration of the flowing and fusion 

of genders which can not and should not be fixated onto biological attributes, which in turn led to 

⑵ the production of Chinese historical women as a singular, victimized subject living under an 

a-historical patriarchy. The more complicated, nuanced, and dynamic picture in relation to 

Chinese gender politics has thus been masked. 

As this study will demonstrate, in the late Ming (ca. 1573~1644) and early Qing (ca. 

1644~1722) period, there were indeed spaces for alternative imagery and representations which 

were created by a specific class of literary and artistic women and men. And Kunqu (Kun opera), 

both a literary and operatic genre, was one such site. Both the literati culture and vitality of the 

literary women’s lives of the time on the one hand, and the constructions of female and male 

images in contemporaneous cultural products on the other are antithetical to the modernist, May 

Fourth envisioning of an essentialized gender relationship and a monolithic, static past of China. 

Through readings of Mudan ting (The Peony Pavilion) and Taohua shan (The Peach Blossom 

Fan), considered by many as two peaks of Chinese opera and literature, I want to bring to light 

both a contrasting women’s image of vitality and fulfillment, and the yin/yang complementarity 

and gender instability. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s (2003: 17-42) criticism of Western feminist discourse on 

Third World women is one of the most instructive arguments for understanding the modern 
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construction of the a-historical, victimized Chinese Woman. A key idea of Mohanty’s critique of 

Western feminism is its masking of differences among Third World women, which has 

consequently produced the “Third World Woman” as a singular, monolithic subject. As Mohanty 

demonstrates, in Western feminist writings, there is a cross-cultural singular, monolithic notion 

of patriarchy and male dominance that leads to the construction of a reductive, homogeneous, 

stable, and ahistorical structure or institution that apparently oppresses all women in Third World 

countries. Once a homogenizing notion of the oppression of women as a group is assumed, and 

once the legal, economic, religious, and familial structures as relating to Third World women are 

to be judged by Western standards as underdeveloped or developing, an image of an “average 

Third World woman” is produced. She is not only sexually constrained as a female but is also 

Third World, i.e. ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, 

victimized, etc. Such an image is in contrast to the (implicit) self-representation of Western 

women as modern, liberated, educated, secular, and having control of their own lives. This 

distinction is based on a Western/non-Western hierarchy privileging the former group as the 

normative referent in a binary logic. 

With regard to the case of China, it can be seen that this colonialist hierarchy and binary 

logic were adopted and internalized by many modern, May Fourth intellectuals in China’s 

painful and turbulent encounter with the West. Their westernized/modernist discourse on 

Chinese historical women constitutes a kind of internal colonization in the sense that in their 

seeking and constructing of a modern subjectivity and a universal, modern category Woman, the 

modern intellectuals, consciously and unconsciously, appropriated and colonized the constitutive 

complexities that characterized the actual lives of Chinese women. Modern studies of Chinese 

women’s history and issues of women’s liberation cannot be separated from the nationalistic 
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program of modernization since late-nineteenth century. The processes to create a modern 

nation-state and the struggles to create a new gender ideology occurred simultaneously in China. 

Contending groups of Chinese intellectuals (primarily urban male elites), whether late Qing 

reformists and revolutionaries such as Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, or May Fourth-New 

Culture (1915-27) intellectuals, used the “women question” as a focus through which to address 

issues of modernity and the nation. As Dorothy Ko (1994: 1), a cultural historian specializing in 

gender and body studies of premodern China, argues: “gender becomes a relevant category in 

Chinese history only when the historian writes against the May Fourth [and late Qing] legacy” 

which formed in China’s modernization and Westernization processes during the late-nineteenth 

and early-twentieth century. In the processes, the initial modern feminist movement in China 

gradually took shape. Two related issues are involved in and characterize this feminist discourse: 

the victimization of Chinese feudal women and the appropriation of colonialist categories of sex 

binarism. 

But before moving on to the issues, it is necessary to point out that hand-in-hand with the 

victimization of Chinese women is the ossification of tradition, i.e. Confucianism’s being 

equated with patriarchy, another prominent and equally totalizing effect of modern nationalism. 

Obviously, the two processes are inseparable from each other and it is in this sense that gender 

studies could bear the great significance of restoring the socio-historical complexity of 

premodern China. It is now a consensus that Confucianism should not be viewed as a set of 

monolithic and static doctrines: it has been continuously revisited, interpreted, enriched, and 

extended for more than two thousand years since its formation, but the rise of nationalism often 

tended to elide the multiplicities and contradictions within it. Nor should “Chinese civilization” 

be simply equated with or reduced to Confucian culture. Although there is no doubt regarding 
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Confucianism’s great importance for and influence on Chinese culture and its status as the 

dominant, official ideology, as Ko et al. point out (2003: 3), it is “by no means the only 

ideological and cultural force,” which, however, was made a symbol by simplification to stand in 

for “highly complex native systems of thoughts and practice.” Moreover, the long-term 

interaction, competition, and mutual influence between Confucianism and the two other 

important philosophical and ethical systems, Daoism and Buddhism, have also made the 

boundary of Confucianism not always clear-cut. And popular mentalities might also influence 

Confucian normative structures through a dynamic process (Zang 2003: 123-141). 

In the production of the image of the victimized Woman, Chinese women were identified 

with backwardness and dependency. As imperialist aggressions intensified in the 1910s and ’20s, 

the victimized women became a symbol of the Chinese nation itself: women’s subjugation to the 

Confucian patriarchy was self-evident proof of the country’s savageries and backwardness, and 

the root of its present-day humiliation. China’s past was (and to a great extent still is) viewed as 

a perennial dark age for women. Therefore, women’s enlightenment was all the more pressing 

for both the political liberation of the nation as a whole and for China’s entrance into the modern 

world. There is no doubt that the main theme of the feminist discourse of the time was one of 

emancipation. Gradually the image of the victimized Chinese feudal Woman has become a self-

evident, unquestioned and unquestionable historical truth, and “Chinese women,”,“patriarchy,” 

and even “traditional China” are often spoken of as monolithic, unchanging, ahistorical entities. 

It can be seen that the Western/non-Western hierarchy as analyzed by Mohanty played a 

role in this self-construction of the victimized Woman. For instance, in the first general history 

of Chinese women, A New History of Women of the Divine Land (Shenzhou nüzi xinshi), 

published in 1912, the author Xu Tianxiao cited the outstanding strength of Western heroines 
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ranging from Queen Victoria to Madame Roland to inspire contemporary Chinese women who, 

in Xu’s view, lacked lofty goals, distinguishing thoughts, independent will, and great enterprise 

(Ko 1994: 1). And the famous May Fourth intellectual Hu Shi in 1918 used the word New 

Woman (xin nüxing) to describe independent Western women (Stevens 2003: 87). 

The victimization of Chinese women was accompanied by the penetration of the Western 

binary gender ideology. The term nüxing (literally female sex) came into use during the 1920s 

with the May Fourth birth of the modernized and Westernized, semicolloquial language, with 

new definitions of literature as social criticism, and with the search for modern subjectivities. As 

Tani Barlow, a leading scholar on modern China and feminism, convincingly argues: “Nüxing 

was as one half of the Western, exclusionary, essentialized, male/female binary…Nüxing (and to 

a lesser extent its correlate nanxing, male sex) was a magnet, attracting around its universal, 

sexological, scientistic core a psychologized personal subject position…In particular, colloquial 

fiction made sex the core of an oppositional personal identity and Woman a sexological 

category” (Barlow 1994: 266). Nüxing and nanxing became oppositional terms; “woman” 

became the Other of “man”; and this new universal and scientistic identity was based on 

biological attributes. In the adoption of the Western idea of female and male as bipolar 

oppositions, the traditional notion of yin and yang complementarity, flowing, and fusion, and the 

ambivalence toward some aspects of feminine and masculine roles were broken. Yin and yang 

were being fixed and possible gender instability was out of sight. It can be seen that the May 

Fourth intellectuals’ imagination of a China’s past had been informed by this new, Western 

gender ideology. In that imagined past, the women/men relationship was always characterized by 

oppression and coercion, and the power structure can but be binary and unilateral, i.e. (men) 
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possessing power versus (women) powerless. And the creation of the image of the victimized 

Woman was partly an effect and outcome of this unilateral, static power structure. 

In her research, Ko dispels the modern, May Fourth victimization of Chinese women and 

its construction of an ahistorical tradition, and sets out to seek women’s reintegration into 

Chinese history. To correct the simplistic picture, Ko (1994: 4) argues, entails that one “take 

greater account of specific periods and locales” and the “different social and class backgrounds 

of the women in question.” She proposes a dynamic tripartite model to construe the lives of 

Chinese women and to restore female subjectivity. This model is made up of three levels of 

shifting realities:(1) theory or ideal norms, i.e. the official, orthodox Confucian gender ideology 

and institution, (2) practice, and (3) self-perception. According to Ko (1994: 8), “these three 

levels were at times in harmony and at other times at odds; in some instances they were 

separated by formidable gulfs, and in other cases their overlapping was seamless.” And what Ko 

attempts to do is to reconstruct the history of women and Chinese society from the gulfs and the 

overlappings between these three elements which, as she understands, are transitory territories, 

shifting and multifarious in meaning. This model, I believe, is not only applicable to studies of 

Chinese women, but is also analytically helpful and liberating for the more inclusive gender 

studies of Chinese society. Operatic and musical products could also be a site of contestation and 

negotiation, although they will inevitably be informed by the ideal norms whose meanings might 

be ambivalent. 

At the very beginning of Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 

Judith Butler (1990: 3) also stresses that it is vitally important to pay attention to the 

constitutedness of gender in different historical and cultural contexts. As a theorist of gender 

performativity, Butler believes that there exist no transcendent, prediscursive, coherent, and 
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“natural” categories of gender. The seemingly natural and essential gender and (even) sex are 

actually culturally constructed through performing, the repetition of stylized bodily acts in time. 

Although Butler’s argument is not meant to address non-Western cultures, I find the idea 

of performativity intriguing for the current study since in premodern China there was no 

transcendent framing of female persons as generic women or a transcendent agent called 

Woman. The Western intellectual discourse on individualism in which “human” is invoked as an 

abstract, universal, and transcendent category of being was only imported in China in the early-

twentieth century. As Barlow (1994: 259) argues, gender is never “a property of bodies or 

something originally existent in human beings” in traditional China (De Lauretis 1987: 3). As 

she forcefully demonstrates, prescribed, normative behavior and gendered experience were 

inextricable: gender was produced relationally by linking good behavior to correct enactment of 

written protocols, and then the distinction between men and women was accomplished. 

“Gendering…proceeded as a cosmological activity whereby differential relations on the analogy 

of yin/yang established and positioned subjects…in constantly reinscribed taxonomies that 

included protocols of (gender and positionally appropriate) behavior” (Barlow 1994: 257). 

According to Barlow, texts from late imperial China do not specifically refer to women’s bodies 

or designate as women those whose bodies exhibit specific markings; in other words, they tend 

not to conflate gender with body. Therefore, the modern, Western idea of gender as originating 

on the privileged site of heterosexuality and the sexed body can/should not be unconditionally 

applied to premodern Chinese gender politics. If the gendering process in premodern China was 

more closely connected with behavior and enactment than with the sexed body or biology, then it 

would be possible to destabilize and transgress the gender line by performing the behaviors, 

roles, etiquettes, etc. which were differently coded as feminine and masculine. 
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Recent masculinity studies and poststructuralist perspectives could also provide insights 

into the current project in several related aspects. The critique from masculinity studies of the 

pure, static binaries (Gardiner 2002: 11-12) is relevant to studies of Chinese culture since, as 

mentioned above, the Enlightenment legacy that validates and idealizes binary oppositions is not 

part of traditional Chinese ways of thinking and knowing. It has the potential of further 

facilitating critiques of the colonialist legacy of sex binarism. If the construction of a singular 

and ahistorical feudal Woman in terms of absence and victimization is highly problematic, then 

it is equally suspect to assume a monolithic and static Man, the “myth of masculine sameness” 

(Gardiner 2002: 12), who is the universal oppressor and the upholder of a similarly monolithic 

and unchanging patriarchy, as against Woman.2 Since the scheme of a pure, static binary always 

tends to have homogenizing effects on each end of it and to exclude other possibilities by 

imposing the limited binary structure, thus to have a more comprehensive and nuanced 

investigation of men and masculinities requires scholars to investigate differences between men 

and to finally think beyond binarism. Not only are men and masculinities different in different 

cultures, but within one single society there are also numerous masculinities, although one of 

them may be dominant. The late Ming and early Qing male literati culture and the leading male 

images in contemporaneous Kunqu can be seen as in disagreement in some aspects with the 

ideal, Confucian expectations of masculinity. And this kind of discordance with what is ideal, 

undoubtedly, also exists for the female. 

From the poststructuralist perspective, the Confucian ideology of female/femininity and 

male/masculinity can be seen as a “structure” to which the slippages, nonconformity, and 

flexibility in everyday practices brought incremental changes. Both the instability of Confucian 

discourse, which, in a Foucauldian sense, may contain the seeds of its own disrupture, and the 
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heterogeneity of “Chinese civilization” point to the non-totalization of “structure” itself. And if 

the transformative power of Confucian ethics relies on the process of human embodiment (Ko et 

al. 2003: 30), it is the very process that contains the subversive potential in itself. As Sherry 

Ortner (1996: 17) argues, there can be two ways of looking at the relationship between structure 

and agency. In one understanding, “structures” construct subjects and practices, and subjects and 

practices reproduce “structures”; in the other, one looks for “the slippages in reproduction, the 

erosions of long-standing pattern, the moments of disorder and of outright ‘resistance.’ ”3 The 

second understanding is based on the fact that “structure” or “culture” is not/cannot be a totalized 

hypercoherent object, but is always a partial hegemony. Thus “[t]here are always sites, and 

sometimes large sites, of alternative practices and perspectives available, and these may become 

the bases of resistance and transformation” (Ortner 1996: 18). While there may be a structure 

that is dominant over others and constitutes an ordering, there is also always potential of 

incremental changes, of unsettling alternatives and cracks, and even of “dis-ordering” caused by 

transgressions or competing structures/discourses. As I understand it, Ortner’s view of the 

relationship between structure and agency and Ko’s tripartite model can be seen as echoing each 

other. 

Concerning music specifically, Susan McClary’s (2002) study of how music produces 

images of gender and desire and Suzanne Cusick’s (1999: 25-48) investigation of the 

relationship between voices, singing, and the gendered and sexed self are inspiring. Their 

insights for the current study do not lie in the specific findings which must be restricted to the 

specific musical cultures and time periods they investigate, but in their methods of approaching 

the issues. By close, semiotic readings of musical texts, McClary explores the gender-based 

metaphors that circulate in music: how gender is implicated in music, how music could construct 
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gender and sexuality, and how sexuality and desire could be channeled, expressed, and 

experienced in sounds as a set of socially constructed and codified symbols. She provides a way 

of teasing out social and cultural meanings from the ethereal, amorphous musical sounds, of 

detecting music’s references outside the system of itself, i.e. layers of transposition, homology, 

and analogy. For Cusick, singing is participation in a cultural system. Song, as she terms it, 

requires its participants to accept culturally specific disciplines to the deep interiority of their 

bodies (the throat and chest), and is a field for the performance of gender, sex, and sexuality by 

negotiating with the constructing cultural force the borders of the body in singing voices. An 

interesting point Cusick (1999: 32-33) makes in her article is that the possibility of performing 

gender and sex could be created through the performance of vocal register, in addition to the 

more obvious performing sites such as clothes, gestures, ways of walking, etc. Although this 

argument is based on Cusick’s observation and analysis of North American culture, it 

nevertheless points to the possibility that gender relationships and practices of a culture might be 

mapped onto its song system, its singing practices. 

There are quite a few studies on the late Ming and early Qing literati culture, the lives of 

the literary women in this time period, the works of the women poets, their various and dynamic 

interactions with other male scholars, and the images of women in Ming-Qing fiction. These 

researches mainly come from Chinese history, literature, and women and gender studies, and 

they provide inspiring insights and findings that could inform studies on Kunqu. Kunqu is both a 

literary and operatic genre; it was carefully cultivated by the literati and flourished among them 

(and beyond); and its most famous and important works were produced by the leading male 

intellectuals of the time who were often both men of letters and good musicians. Study of kunqu, 

or more specific Mudan ting and Taohua shan, as an operatic or musical genre from the 
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perspective of gender, however, is rare. The only one, to my knowledge, is a brief examination 

of an excerpt of a late-seventeenth century Kunqu, Yu Zan Ji (The Story of the Jade Hairpin), by 

ethnomusicologist Su Zheng (1999: 155-158). It is this short examination that gives me the 

initial inspiration, insights, and research perspectives for the current project. 

METHOD 
 

The overarching issue this study addresses is how might the cultural products Mudan ting 

and Taohua shan provide alternative constructions of women and men as opposed to the 

modernist, May Fourth discourse of the victimized Chinese Woman and the resulting 

essentialized gender relationship. Where can one discover the alternative images and how to 

interpret them? As can be seen from Ko’s argument, it is crucial to distinguish between 

normative prescriptions, on the one hand, and practice and experienced realities on the other. The 

May Fourth model derived largely from static description of ideal Confucian norms, which 

indeed are misogynist and hierarchical in terms of their discourse on the female/male 

relationship, such as the foundational doctrine of sex segregation, and the unequal social, 

political, economic, and legal institutions they undergird. But this largely static model 

nevertheless is blind to the interstices and dynamics between normative prescriptions and 

experienced realities, to the various images of women and the feminine, and to the competing 

discursive constructions of gender, as Maram Epstein (2001) demonstrates in her study of late 

imperial Chinese fiction. For the current study, such interstices and dynamics can be found both 

in the activities of the real literary women and men of the late Ming and early Qing literati 

culture, in contemporaneous literary works, and in Kunqu. Undoubtedly, the two mutually 

inform each other. 
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From previous consideration of the topic, I propose that the question mentioned above 

can be addressed from the following aspects: the surrounding late Ming and early Qing literati 

culture; the literary text and the overarching theme of the opera; the visual construction of the 

female and male protagonists; and the musical singings and vocal expressions of the 

protagonists. By analyzing these aspects of Mudan ting and Taohua shan, I demonstrate the 

“cultural androgyny” (Chang 2002: 21-31) in this opera and the “cross-sexual mirroring 

characteristics” (McMahon 1994: 227-252) which neither point to the “woman as victim” 

hypothesis nor to binary, sex-based gender politics. 

Sources for this study will include the scripts of Mudan ting and Taohua shan, both in 

Chinese (Tang 1968, Kong 1969) and in English (Tang 1980, Kong 1976), cipher 

notation/transcriptions of Mudan ting (Xilu wang, Jiangsusheng kunjutuan 2004: 64-76) and 

Taohua shan (Jiangsusheng kunjutuan 2004: 272-273), and videos Qing Chun Ban Mu Dan Ting 

(Bai Xianyong et al. 2007) and Yi Liu Jiu Jiu Tao Hua Shan (Gu Xin 2006). 
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Case Study: An Exploration of Gender in Mudan ting and Taohua shan 

GENDER FLUIDITY IN LATE MING CULTURE 
 

The gender fluidity in late Ming culture was happening through two simultaneous 

processes: the masculinization of women and feminization of literati’s aesthetic and literary 

tastes, both of which are subsumed under “androgyny” in Zuyan Zhou’s study of late Ming and 

early Qing literature, a term for the social, political, and ideological stance of fashioning self 

identity which defies social convention and orthodox ideology (Zhou 2003). As Zhou (ibid.: 16-

19) succinctly summarizes, the former manifested itself in the widespread female literacy in 

gentry household, the extensive publication of female poetry, the cultural icon of the glamorous 

courtesan, women’s more open and active views on sex, the leading roles some women assumed 

in religious communities, and even in some women’s excellence in martial arts; meanwhile, the 

latter can be seen in the aesthetics guiding masculine beauty, calligraphy, the revival of the 

literary genre ci, and undoubtedly in late Ming theater.4 

In her examination of both the constraints and opportunities that a privileged group of 

educated women from Jiangnan (the wealthy Yangzi delta), the most urbanized region of the 

empire, faced in seventeenth-century China, Ko (1994; 4, 9) demonstrates that for these women, 

as poets, teachers, artists, writers, and readers, there were possibilities for a meaningful, vital 

existence and fulfillment even within the confines the Confucian system imposed upon them, and 

even that legal statutes and moral instruction books of the time revealed a dark age of tightening 

restrictions, which was allegedly caused by a hardening of neo-Confucian philosophy and by the 

development of a market economy that commoditized women. Within the urban culture of late 

Ming and early Qing, there were more than three thousand women poets, both from gentry 
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households and as distinguished courtesans, who had collections of their poems published. The 

unprecedented flourishing of women’s literary works was to a great extent due to male scholar’s 

encouragement and their contribution to the edition, compilation, publication, preservation, and 

canonization of women’s poems (Chang 2002: 22). Although the original motivation for 

cultivating female literacy was to facilitate women’s conformity to the official doctrines, the 

actual effect always included the stimulation of women’s romantic sentiments, political 

enthusiasm, and individualistic impulses. Since the conflation of word and power, or the 

conjoining of writing, culture, and civility, was so central to the Confucian persuasion and the 

perpetuation of male dominance (Ko et al. 2003: 18), women’s participation in the word world, 

largely a male privilege, was undoubtedly potentially liberating. And a simultaneous 

phenomenon is that although in imperial China women usually had no public identity outside the 

familial system and many stayed nameless, “defined by and through others” (Watson 1986: 628), 

in the late imperial period there was a growing awareness of women, particularly among 

courtesans, to acquire or change a name through which to express their identities (Zhou 2003: 

134), “an act of individuation and self-expression” (Ko 1994:278). 

In the context of the male literati culture of late Ming and early Qing, which was 

characterized by a general contempt for the civil service examination system that had for 

centuries served as the literati’s passage to officialdom and power, there emerged a new culture, 

the culture of the “marginalized literati,” unconventional, poetic, self-indulgent, and emphasizing 

qing (love, feeling, sentiment, emotion). This particular period in Chinese history is noted for its 

fascination with gender fluidity in Chinese society and the idealization of the feminine in the 

literati’s writings (Zhou 2003: 5). According to Kang-i Sun Chang, a scholar of Chinese 

literature, the most significant phenomenon of this new culture was a general tendency to favor 
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literary women. The male literati began to identify themselves with women, and because of their 

marginalized status, they especially sympathized with the talented women (cainü) who suffered 

from great misfortunes. The unfortunate talented female thus became a metaphor for the literati 

themselves whose “enchantment with femininity and femaleness represented a tendency of the 

literati to engage in a kind of self-feminization” (Chang 2002: 23). 

On the other hand, many Ming-Qing women poets began to develop a lifestyle typical of 

the educated male. Attempting to rise above the concerns of daily domestic routines, “[t]hey 

wrote poems, indulged in painting and calligraphy, and involved themselves in discussions 

concerning Zen and Daoism” (Chang 2002: 24), and created literary networks which involved 

men as well as other women (Chang 2002, Widmer 1989). In other words, they cultivated a 

literati lifestyle and integrated traditionally male activities into the female sphere. Many of them 

even cross-dressed as young male scholars and freely participated in literary and social activities 

with men: a prominent example is Liu Rushi (1618-1664), one of the most accomplished and 

legendary courtesans in late Ming Jiangnan (see Ko 1994: 274-290, Li 1997: 53-64) on whom Li 

(1997: 62) comments that in her “the hints of an androgynous ideal are most interesting.” Chang 

terms the phenomenon, i.e. the combined efforts of the Ming-Qing male literati and female 

talents, “cultural androgyny” which was meant to erase female/male opposition in the cultural 

realm. According to Chang (2002: 24), this “cultural androgyny” “suggests a literary and cultural 

state of wholeness and balance arrived at through the joining of yin and yang. The yin and yang 

were not only complementary to each other, but together they redefined the culturally male and 

female.” 

The female deviation from orthodox norms was celebrated by contemporary liberal-

minded scholars whose endorsement of such freedom further augmented the trend: Li Zhi (1527-
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1602), the most radical proponent of late Ming liberalism who attacked institutionalized neo-

Confucian ritualism, is noted for proposing reciprocal relationships and equality between the 

sexes and showing “ardent tribute to the androgynous propensity” (Zhou 2003: 20); the fiction 

editor Feng Menglong (1574-1654) is a well-known admirer of female virtues; and the eccentric 

playwrights and literati Xu Wei (1521-1593) and Tang Xianzu (1550-1616) both showed 

fascination with qi nüzi (extraordinary women) and created androgynous characters in dramas. 

Central to the feminization/marginalization of the literati culture is the cult of qing that 

flourished in Jiangnan urban culture during this period. One can easily find contemporary 

scholars’ claims to be qingchi (crazed/infatuated with passion/love) in literary writings. As 

Epstein (2001: 118, 88) argues, because of the deep cultural association between qing and yin, 

“the feminine enjoyed a privileged position” in the aesthetic of the cult of qing and in the late 

Ming began to be regarded as the potentially pure embodiment of qing and “idealized as an 

authentic subject position untainted by the frustrations, sacrifices and moral compromises 

demanded by participating in the bureaucratic system.” With its ultimate goal of self-

authenticity, the fervor of qing ran against the dichotomous approach to human desires and 

heavenly principle of the neo-Confucian School of the Principle (li xue) and attempted to 

accommodate the two. As Yan Jun, the master of Tang Xianzu’s teacher Luo Rufang, remarked: 

“As long as you act according to your instincts and follow your nature, you are upholding the 

Dao”; Li Zhi also wrote: “It is the natural instincts that constitute the real philosophy” (Zhou 

2003: 93).5 The subversive, anti-hegemonic potential of the cult of qing relevant to the present 

study can be most clearly seen from Li Zhi’s praise of Zhuo Wenjun’s elopement (hereafter 

Wenjun) for “achieving a great deal at the expense of minor humiliation” (ibid.: 101) and Tang 

Xianzu’s daring apotheosis of qing in Mudan ting. Wenjun’s exceptional life is recorded by the 
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grand historian Sima Qian (145 B.C.-?): liberating herself from the bondage to the inner 

chamber, the confinement of the appropriate and conventional, Wenjun eloped with the man of 

her heart, Sima Xiangru, the great scholar of Western Han dynasty. Li Zhi’s endorsement of 

Wenjun was taken as one of his “moral crimes” by the government to justify arresting him (ibid.: 

87) and Tang Xianzu’s indulgence in and adherence to qing incurred criticism and reprimand 

from among contemporary scholar-officials. Cultural androgyny in this period, as can already be 

seen, possesses the potential to subvert cultural norms and stimulate a drive for individual 

fulfillment. 

In the middle decades of the seventeenth century, there emerged a type of popular 

vernacular novel, the story of “the beauty and the scholar” (jiaren caizi). The mainstream of this 

genre projects a more idealistic vision of gender freedom and fluidity and it is Tang Xianzu with 

his masterwork Mudan ting who exerts the most profound and lasting impact on it. With the cult 

of qing having become the quintessential value of the genre, “the undercurrents of 

androgyny…surface and grow into a visible trend” of which Wenjun is the archetypal androgyne 

and female aspirant for gender/nuptial freedom (ibid.: 95, 101). 

In his study of this literary genre, Keith McMahon argues (1994: 227) that the concurrent 

appearance of “beauty-scholar” fiction and the increasing recognition of women’s literary and 

artistic activities in the late Ming and early Qing as studied by Chang cannot be accidental. 

Chang (2002: 22) finds that in the Ming-Qing fictional creation and historical drama the prior 

concept of “talented man and beautiful woman” had gradually transformed into that of “the 

talented man and gifted woman” which focused on the equality of the male and female talent. Li 

Zhi and other revisionists critical of certain norms governing women and marriage stated that 

women were as intelligent as men or that women should be allowed their own choice in 
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marriage. Such statements were often played out as themes in the “beauty-scholar” romances 

whose one prominent feature is “their portrayal of smart, capable, chaste young women who are 

equal to and in some cases better than their male counterparts in terms of literary talent, moral 

fiber, and wit” (Chang 2002: 22). 

Despite the tightening restrictions on women during the Ming and Qing dynasties, 

especially the value of widow chastity and the opinion that it is virtuous for a woman to be silent 

and uneducated, women portrayed in the romances are often active in social and literary spheres 

normally inaccessible to them, with a power of self-determination and self-invention that 

exceeds not only normal female roles but male ones as well. The presence of the “cross-sexual 

mirroring characteristics,” as termed by McMahon, is a major aspect of the lovers’ 

complementarity. As the author of Badong tian (Eight Extraordinary Tales) claims in its preface, 

“yin can turn into yang; yang can turn into yin” (Zhou 2003: 97).6 According to McMahon 

(1994: 229), for the classic “beauty-scholar” romances, “Idealism is grounded in a formulaic 

symmetry or equivalence that patterns the lovers’ path to marriage. Yin and Yang interchange; 

woman impersonates man, and man resembles woman. Such similarity and mirror opposition 

imply a perfect dovetailing of male and female, sometimes neutralizing sexual difference and at 

other times creating an outright exchange of sexual characteristics.” The flexible migration 

between different sex roles in affirmation of fuller identity extends to many areas beyond just 

talent and willpower, such as physical likeness, names and titles of the protagonists which 

usually carry the opposite gender import, transvestism as a convention, and plot symmetry, i.e., 

in passionate pursuit of love, both the hero and heroine must overcome a series of obstacles, be it 

political tyranny or ideological suppression, to gain a destined union (McMahon 1994, Zhou 

2003).7 
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MUDAN TING AND TAOHUA SHAN 
 

One of the most important artistic developments of Ming Dynasty is the Ming Southern 

style drama (nanxi), also called chuanqi (literally legendary fantastique), as both a literary genre 

and an operatic form. In Tang Xianzu’s day, the Southern style drama was at its peak of 

popularity and the kunshan operatic style, from which Kunqu was later developed, was one of 

the four major vocal styles (qiang) of it.8 Chuanqi scripts, which were widely used in different 

operatic styles during Ming and Qing dynasty and a large portion of which often involved love 

stories between a young scholar and a beautiful young woman, had a direct connection with the 

origin of the later “beauty-scholar” romances. As a saying goes, “Nine out of ten chuanqi operas 

are concerned with romantic love” (Guo 2005: 158). Male scholars, many of whom belonged to 

the “marginalized literati” culture and contributed to the flourishing of women’s literary works, 

actively participated in writing and composing chuanqi, especially the highly refined and 

cultivated Kunqu, particularly during mid and late Ming. 

The female protagonist of Mudan ting (The Peony Pavilion), Du Liniang, or Bridal Du 

(hereafter Liniang), is one of the most famous and adored female operatic characters in kunqu, 

even in all of Chinese literature and opera. Born in a privileged yet strict Confucian family, she 

is beautiful, talented, sensitively intelligent, “educated but natural, sensuous yet respectable” (Ko 

1994: 73). In Tang Xianzu’s portrayal, she becomes the quintessential personification of supreme 

love and passion, of qing, and even overshadows her lover, the male lead Liu Mengmei 

(hereafter Liu), as the narrative focus, impressive and lingering. As Cyril Birch (1980: x) aptly 

summarizes: “She is unforgettable as a young girl in the early scenes, cloistered and shy, 

yearning for love...She flowers through love’s experience, first in dream only, then as a shade in 

the nether realm, more and more openly sensuous, gaining in courage and self-possession, until 
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she can emerge full-fledged at last as wife and helpmeet.” In the preface to his own play, dated 

1598, Tang Xianzu writes: 

Has the world ever seen a woman’s love to rival that of Bridal Du? 

Dreaming of a lover she fell sick; once sick she became ever worse; and finally, after 
painting her own portrait as a legacy to the world, she died. Dead for three years, still she 
was able to live again when in the dark underworld her quest for the object of her dream 
was fulfilled. To be as Bridal Du is truly to have known love. 

Love is of source unknown, yet it grows ever deeper. The living may die of it, by its 
power the dead live again. Love is not love at its fullest if one who lives is unwilling to 
die for it, or if it cannot restore to life one has so died. And must the love that comes in 
dream necessarily be unreal? (Tang 1980: ix) 

 
Such an unabashed pursuing for love has few precedents in Chinese literature and opera, of 

which Mudan ting is a celebration, a psalm indeed. As can be seen from the above discussion, 

qing, which Birch translates as love here, is not simply love. Tang Xianzu’s use of it in Mudan 

ting was deeply influenced by the late Ming re-evaluation of concepts of desire, which can be 

seen as a direct reaction and a competing discourse to the deepening, suppressive neo-Confucian 

philosophy. Qing is more properly understood “as the energy that drives cosmic vitality and the 

ultimate universal good is not the ordered regularity of principle, as it is in neo-Confucian 

metaphysics, but the constant generation of life in all its varied manifestations” and in its forms 

of love and passion, “is the axis through which humans participate in this dynamic and 

intrinsically moral cosmic process of regeneration” (Epstein 2001: 96). Along with Tang Xianzu, 

other leading men of letters and playwrights of the time, such as Li Yu (who was also an 

outstanding musician), Hong Sheng, and Kong Shangren, were also obsessed with this theme.9 

But in initiating this cult and stimulating women’s aspiration for conjugal freedom, Tang 

probably played the most significant role. Notwithstanding his philosophical indebtedness to the 
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pioneer thinkers of the School of the Mind (xin xue, the antithetical school to the School of 

Principle), Wang Yangming, Wang Gen, Yan Jun, and Luo Rufang, in his celebration of qing 

Tang went beyond in affirming the legitimacy of human desire and self-arranged marriage (Zhou 

2003: 87). 

In Mudan ting, once hailed as the embodiment of qing par excellence, Liniang’s world of 

qing is contrasted with the rigid orthodoxy of her parents, structurally and thematically, as well 

as ideologically. That the supreme qing is incarnated in the feminine, i.e. in the female lead 

Liniang, as a positive counterbalance to the excesses of institutionalized neo-Confucianism can 

be understood as another indication of the self-feminization on the part of male literati as 

discussed by Chang (2002). Qing, a system of yin-associated values that promoted the feminine 

and the natural as markers of moral and spiritual authenticity, gave rise to the idealization of the 

feminine and the fascination with gender fluidity. And for female audiences, Liniang who 

expresses herself through love and whose self-expressive passion resists and transcends orthodox 

norms became the model and inspiration, the “alter ego,” for countless women who saw in her 

hopes for their own futures (Ko 1994: 73, 112), which in turn points to women’s psychological 

captivation by the active mode of love. As Chang (1991: 72) observes, “the blossoming of the 

cult of qing in the late Ming took place largely through readers’ imitation of the role types 

created in contemporary fiction and drama.” 

To be modeled into a perfect lady, Liniang is symbolically and literally trapped for 

sixteen years in her boudoir which functions as a gendered image of confined femininity and 

keeps her away from the male world. The indoctrination of Liniang is orchestrated by her father 

Du Bao and carried out by her tutor, the pedantic Confucianist Chen Zuiliang. But Liniang 

expresses her impulse to break boudoir restriction and to deviate from the prescribed gender 
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early in the opera, although she memorizes Ban Zhao’s “Four Precepts” all day and later begins 

to learn the Book of Poetry (Shi jing, ca. 1000-600 B.C.E.), an exceptional text in the Confucian 

canon with an unabashed love tone and amorous scenes in some of the poems which have long 

vexed many commentators but which since Han Confucian exegesis has been ideologically 

interpreted as manifesting “the virtues of imperial wives” (houfei zhide). A comparison between 

Mudan ting and its source story Huanhun (Restoring the Soul) reveals Tang Xianzu’s subtle 

manipulation of Liniang’s gender: Du Bao’s two children, a son and a daughter, are changed into 

one person who is brought up with the expectation of a son. Even Du Bao and Tutor Chen, the 

two men bent on feminizing Liniang according to the orthodox ideal, are treated with irony by 

the author. 

Du Bao, when discussing with the newly-come tutor about educating his daughter and 

then drinking with him, chants somewhat in pity, “My daughter ‘capped and grown’/she will be 

a lady secretary” and “Delicate maiden substitutes for scepter-wielding son” (Tang 1980: 18). 

And in Chen’s instruction of the canonical poem “Osprey” (guanju), his distorted interpretation 

stimulates in Liniang an impulse to break away from the mode of her cloistered being. The poem 

ends with haoqiu, usually interpreted as “a good spouse,” a Han Confucian exegesis which 

however occasionally yields to haoqiu’s homonym “to seek,” “for the poem is essentially about 

courtship” (Zhou 2003: 72).10 This interpretation “to seek” is added to the tutor’s moralistic 

exegesis in the play: he explains to Liniang and her lovely, carefree maid Chunxiang (Spring 

Fragrance) that the poem “introduces the thought of the ‘delicate virtuous maiden,’ who is a nice, 

quiet girl waiting for the prince to come seeking her” (Tang 1980: 26). Although Chen quickly 

turns down Chunxiang when she further inquires, “What’s he seeking from her?” (ibid.), it is 

obvious that Liniang, consciously or unconsciously, takes up this unconventional explanation 
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and (mis)identifies with the male lover-seeker, which finally leads to her active love pursuit 

(Zhou 2003: 72) in the dream, as a roaming soul, and when back to life. 

Liniang is the leading character among three of the earlier scenes, “A Walk in the 

Garden” (youyuan), “The Interrupted Dream” (jingmeng), 11  and “Pursuing the Dream” 

(xunmeng), which are generally considered the peak of Kunqu for its literary, artistic, and 

musical achievements, and which are the most well-known and frequently performed. In the 

scenes, Liniang demonstrates her refined sensitivity and superior literary talent in the fullest; her 

spontaneous expressions give voice to her own emotional state. As an antithesis to the boudoir, 

the garden, with its peripheral location and exposure to the sun, is associated with yang in the 

topographical body of the property, and Liniang’s desire to enter it betrays her yearning for 

gender freedom (Zhou 2003: 73). The following are the most well-known arias of Liniang from 

“A Walk in the Garden” (italicized is prose dialogue):12 

[Bridal Du]: 
The spring a rippling thread 
of gossamer gleaming sinuous in the sun 
borne idly across the court. 
Pausing to straighten 
the flower heads of hair ornaments, 
perplexed to find that my mirror 
stealing its half-glance at my hair 
has thrown these “gleaming clouds” 
into alarmed disarray. 
Walking here in my chamber 
how should I dare let others see my form! 

 
See now how vivid shows my madder skirt, 
how brilliant gleam these combs all set with gems 
—you see, it has been 
always in my nature to love fine things. 
And yet, this bloom of springtime no eye has seen. 
What if my beauty should amaze the birds 
and out of shame for the comparison 
“cause fish to sink, wild geese to fall to earth, 
petals to close, the moon to hide her face” 
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while all the flowers tremble? 
 

… 
 

Without visiting this garden, how could I ever have realized this splendor of spring! 
See how deepest purple, brightest scarlet 
open their beauty only to dry well crumbling. 
“Bright the morn, lovely the scene,” 
listless and lost the heart 
—where is the garden “gay with joyous cries”? 
My mother and father have never spoken of any such exquisite spot as this. 

 
[Bridal Du and Fragrance]: 
Streaking the dawn, dose-curled at dusk, 
rosy clouds frame emerald pavilion; 
find threads of rain, petals borne on breeze, 
gilded pleasure boat in waves of mist 
glories of spring but little treasured 
by screen-secluded maid. (Tang 1980: 43-45) 

 

It is the beautiful spring garden scene that arouses Liniang’s desire for love. The dainty 

metaphors in the verses elegantly connect nature’s beauty and Liniang’s inner world of emotions 

and desires. Like the flowers in the garden, no eye has seen her beauty. Pitying the flowers and 

the spring scene, she is also lamenting herself: her beauty will fade like the fleeting spring before 

she blooms like the peony which, though crowns the floral family, is conspicuously absent in the 

garden. Then back from the garden and falling asleep in the chamber, she enters a spring dream 

of sexual passions with in the peony pavilion, the highlight of the garden. 
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Illustration 1: a woodcut illustration of The Interrupted Dream (Sohu Shanghai). 

Liniang’s superiority, her talent, courage, determination, and unparalleled quest for 

absolute love demand equivalence on the part of her lover Liu. Liu is similarly of good family 

origin, the great Tang dynasty literatus and reformist Liu Zongyuan being his ancestor, 

handsome, and most importantly, a gifted scholar, who finally wins the first place in the imperial 

civil service examination and is appointed by the emperor. But his great qualification, as Birch 
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(1980: x, xi) argues, is the courage born of his devotion to Liniang: at the ghostly advent of 

Liniang he has seen before only in a dream, love conquers fear, and when instructed by Liniang 

to exhume her body so that she could be brought to life, he never flinches, even though he knew 

that grave robbers may face death penalty. 

Liu is in sharp contrast with Du Bao. Prefect of Nan’an, Du Bao is a decent man. He 

shows parental concern for the rustic populace in his charge and later is heroic in his 

determination to defend besieged Huai’an after he is promoted by the court as pacification 

commissioner to fight against the rebel Li Quan. But above all, he is the “blinkered Confucian 

rationalist” (ibid.: xi), a product of the officialdom, who seems to have no emotional connection 

to the world around him and, naturally, seems to never have entered the garden. As Epstein 

(2001: 94) aptly describes, “Ritual and duty determine Prefect Du’s engagement with life.” From 

his narrow rationalist perspective, it is beyond question that “[h]is daughter, too young to be prey 

to the unworthy emotion of passion, died three years ago and was buried...Her resurrected self 

can be only some malevolent harpy, Liu Mengmei can be nothing more than a grave robber” 

(Tang 1980: xii). When Liu informs him of Liniang’s resurrection, he completely rejects Liu’s 

story and puts him in prison as a grave robber and imposter. It is not until the climatic ending of 

the opera that he, in the Imperial audience chamber before the emperor, finally acknowledges his 

daughter, Liu, and also his wife who is earlier falsely reported dead. 13  If Du Bao is 

representative of the conventional orthodox Confucianists of the time, embodying the neo-

Confucian values, what Liu represents is an alternative male image, vibrant and unconventional, 

which far eclipses Du Bao and other male characters who can be seen as forming a foil to Liu. 

In Mudan ting, Liniang and Liu are monogamous and sexually balanced. While Liniang 

in her dream encounters Liu whom in real life she has never met before, Liu similarly in his 
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dream sees Liniang who makes her debut under a plum tree, and it is because of this dream that 

Liu changes his name to Mengmei, literally meaning “dreaming of plum” but metaphorically 

pointing to the lady beneath the tree. Dream, normally seen as a world of illusions, is an essential 

key to the play. As Tang Xianzu himself remarks: “must the love that comes in dream 

necessarily be untrue?” (ibid.: ix), critics of Mudan ting have taken the dream as another version, 

even a higher form, of reality (Zhou 2003: 239-240n20). Not knowing each other’s dream, 

Liniang and Liu dream of each other and neither takes the dreams as dreams. Although none of 

the others believes in the illusions, Liniang and Liu come to believe even more firmly in and 

yearn for their dreams. If we see reality as the world of Confucian rationality, convention, and 

principle (li), its encroachment by dream, a world of love, desire, and nature, with the latter 

ultimately becoming true in the play undoubtedly poses a radical gesture and embodies the 

subversive potential of qing.14 

In his way to Lin’an to participate in the civil service examination, Liu inhabited the 

same garden where Liniang had her fatal dream and found Liniang’s self-portrait hidden under 

the rockery. The literary garden, which in late Ming was enshrined as an essential component of 

the late imperial iconography of qing and which in Mudan ting serves as an rendering of the 

protagonists’ affective selves (Epstein 2001: 96), connects Liniang and Liu. And whereas 

Liniang has died for three years, living as a ghost in the underworld, Liu encounters many blocks 

to his final success in the examination and union with Liniang in marriage. In other words, 

Liniang and Liu are the true match, meant for each other, their fates intertwined, and their 

marriage predestined as the president of the underworld adjudicates. 

Furthermore, the symmetry of mutual correspondence or complementarity between the 

two protagonists is all the more obvious in their visual construction in staged performances. One 
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cannot ignore the physical likeness of the two both in their facial appearances and bearings and 

manners. Reflecting the changed aesthetics guiding male beauty in late imperial China, in Kunqu 

the role of young male scholars (xiaosheng) who often are also ardent male lovers are 

consistently depicted “‘without beards, moustaches or whiskers’;…largely indistinguishable 

from those of women” (Zhou 2003: 16). Along with the visual presence of male feminization are 

the shift in literature of novelistic focus from public life to private life, from battlefields to 

bedchambers, and from the crude haohan (roughly: stout fellows) category to men of feminine 

beauty, the fengliu (roughly: romantic and amorous) type (ibid.). White, tender, beardless, and 

comely, Liu is characterized by grace, refinement, and culturedness, and his gestures and 

movements are as elegant and exquisite as those of the young female protagonist. It is this type 

of xiaosheng, characterized by qualities associated with yin or the feminine, that is highly 

desirable. It sometimes has the effect of making one wonder if it is the clothes and accessories 

that make man and woman. 

But even the clothes have one obvious aspect of resemblance, that is, the embroidered 

botanical patterns. Liu’s gowns, often in bright, light colors such as white, yellow, green, and 

blue, are always embroidered with different flowers, e.g. light red and purple plums, light green 

orchids, white and yellow chrysanthemums, and in addition bamboos, which correspond to the 

flower, butterfly, and cloud patterns on Liniang’s costumes. This vivid and emphatic visual 

display of flowers may reflect the new interests on the part of male literati in observing and 

evaluating femininity, which even encompassed such particulars as women’s dress and make-up 

and the classification of flowers (Chang 2002: 23),15 and in wearing colorful and effeminately 

fancy clothes (Zhou 2003: 16). Moreover, in Zhou’s (ibid.: 77-86) close symbolic reading, the 

pervasive presence of the imagery of willow and plum, Liu’s name including both of them (liu: 
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willow, mei: plum), with their endowed androgynous connotations is integral in the 

characterization of the protagonists and relates to the human world full of gender fluidity. 

If there is no doubt that music, and within it the cultural song system in Cusick’s term, is 

socially and culturally constructed and has references outside the system of itself, then there 

could be layers of transposition of the “cultural androgyny” or “cross-sexual mirroring 

characteristics” into the musical and vocal expressions of Mudan ting. As Su Zheng (1999: 156) 

observes, the “‘equivalence, identity, and complementarity’ which form the symmetry between 

the two sexes are further crystallized through music and embodied voices.” Whether in prose 

dialogue, intoned verses, or arias, which are the three constituents of the vocal soundscape of 

Kunqu, the vocal lines of the two protagonists of Mudan ting (and of other Kunqu) are not 

differentiated in timbre, register, or musical characteristics. And in singing both the young 

woman’s and the young man’s roles use head voice (ibid.). 

Furthermore, as the mainstream of late Ming theater which is dominated by the feminine 

spirit of the Southern style, kunqu is noted in various Ming-Qing treatises and writings for its 

highly soft and delicate tunes, mellifluous sings, and ornate lyrics in striking contrast to the 

vigorous and bold Northern music and operatic style (beiqu) (see Wang and Ren 2005: 198-

204).16 The use of bamboo flute (as opposed to the harsher stringed instruments of the Northern 

style) as the primary accompaniment instrument for much of the solo singing is a characteristic 

feature of kunqu. Other significant differences between the two styles are in scale, tempo, 

melodic contour, and the relationship between lyrics and melody: while the Northern style uses 

heptatonic scale, the Southern style uses pentatonic scale that lacks fa and ti; the Northern style 

more rapid and jumpy, the Southern relatively slower and stepwise; the lyrics are denser against 

the notes in the former, but more sparse in the latter. To summarize, kunqu’s style can be 
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characterized as slow—“each time chanting one character will take almost a quarter” (meiduo 

yizi, jijin yike), small—the most appropriate places for kunqu performance are private house halls 

and gardens, fine, soft, and elegant—an artistic form that is essentially of the elite, by the elite, 

and for the elite. What is more important here is that as Wang and Ren (2005) suggest, the 

participation of females (mainly as courtesans and actresses) in kunqu singing and performing, as 

much as that of (self-marginalized/feminized) male literati, contributes to the emergence and 

maintenance of its artistic style and repertory (dramas of romance over plays of military feats), 

and further to its androgynous character. 

This gender ambiguous characteristic in the vocal expressions in Mudan ting again can be 

seen in (but not limited to) the two famous scenes, “A Walk in the Garden” and “The Interrupted 

Dream.” 
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Illustration 2: cipher notation/transcription of A Walk in the Garden (游园) and The Interrupted 
Dream (惊梦). 杜丽娘—Du Liniang; 春香—Spring Fragrance; 柳梦梅—Liu Mengmei; 众花

神—Flower Spirits. Emphases and English titles are added by the author. 

In the two voices of Liniang and Liu, there is no indication of gender differences. 

Occupying the same register, both are “lyrical, melismatic, and in slow pace” (Zheng 1999: 157). 

And in actual performances, the timbres of the two roles are also not notably different. The same 

can be seen from the following excerpt, an aria sung by Li Xiangjun and Hou Fangyu, heroine 

and hero of another kunqu masterpiece Tao hua shan (The Peach Blossom Fan, hereafter Fan). 
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Illustration 3: cipher notation/transcription of chengzui dongfeng, an aria sung by Li Xiangjun 
(李香君) and Hou Fangyu (侯方域) in The Rejected Trousseau, scene 7 of Taohua shan 
(Jiangsusheng kunjutuan 2004: 272-273). 

In addition to the immediate surrounding culture in which kunqu is produced and thrived, 

the vocal and visual correspondence and equivalence of the young heroine and hero cannot be 

separated from the fact that the acting skill of cross-dressing has a thirteen-century-long 

tradition: women and men have cross-dressed onstage since as early as mid-Tang Dynasty (Chou 

1997: 130-152). While “[d]uring the first peak period of Chinese opera in the Yuan Dynasty 



 36

(1271~1368), female performers took the leading position in operatic performances by playing 

both female and male roles” (Zheng 1999: 156), female impersonation is a long tradition in 

Southern style drama (Wang and Ren 2005: 184). As a more archaic form of opera, kunqu, with 

a history of about six hundred years, still retains the performing practice of earlier female cross-

dressing today: its xiaosheng role, i.e., the young male protagonist, can be played by both male 

and female players. Yue Meiti (b. 1941) and Shi Xiaomei (b. 1949) are two preeminent and 

highly adored contemporary female performers of xiaosheng. Many see them as having perfectly 

interpreted the image of xiaosheng, even better than some male performers, or, conversely, 

believe that the role of xiaosheng requires being performed by a performer like Yue or Shi. At 

the same time, the practice of nandan, i.e. male performers impersonating young heroines, 

common in late imperial China and master Mei Lanfang’s (1894-1961) performance of Liniang 

being the most memorable recent example, is also being gradually revived. 

 

Illustration 4: Mei Lanfang (left) as Du Liniang, Yu Zhengfu (1902-1993) as Liu Mengmei 
(Linchuan wenhua chuanmei wang). 
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Illustration 6: Zhang Junqiu (right, 1920-1997) as Du Liniang, Li Shifang (1921?-1947) as 
Chunxiang (Linchuan wenhua chuanmei wang). Both Zhang and Li are famous nandan. 

 

Illustration 7: Yue Meiti as Liu Mengmei (Beijing daxue jingju kunqu aihaozhe xiehui). 
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Illustration 8a: Shi Xiaomei as Liu Mengmei (left); 8b: Shi Xiaomei as Hou Fangyu (right) (Xu 
Xianyou). 

The Fan was created by Kong Shangren, Confucius’s descendent, in 1699. It tells the 

love story of the brilliant scholar Hou Fangyu (hereafter Hou) and the courtesan Li Xiangjun 

(Fragrant Princess, hereafter Xiangjun), one of the eight beauties of Qinhuai River (qinhuai 

bayan) in Nanjing, against the backdrop of the tumultuous replacement of the Ming dynasty with 

the Manchu Qing dynasty. The protagonists in Fan are all historical characters. As a popular 

commentary goes, the Fan “expresses the feeling of prospering and collapsing through parting 

and uniting” (jie lihe zhiqing, xie xingwang zhigan). At a time when the Ming empire is ridden 

with internal conflict and outside aggression, a group of righteous Confucian scholars rallying 

under the banner of Donglin Party and later Fu She (the Restoration Society) which is 

reestablished in Nanjing after the former’s being dismantled strive bravely to purify the decadent 

court and fight against the deposed official Ruan Dacheng (hereafter Ruan) who was a remaining 

confederate of Wei Zhongxian (hereafter Wei), a eunuch who once grabbed all state power. Hou 

is one of the backbones of Fu She and shows his patriotism throughout the opera. As the hero of 

the opera, however, Hou pales beside Xiangjun who is generally considered the most prominent 

and impressive courtesan character in kunqu. 
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Residing in the illustrious Nanjing, Hou meets the beautiful and talented Xiangjun who 

also admires Hou’s talent, integrity, and courage. Having pledged their love with a fan inscribed 

with a poem as Hou’s betrothal gift, Hou and Xiangjun get married, and the aria is sung in the 

morning of the day after the happy marriage. In the same day Yang Longyou (hereafter Yang), a 

friend of both Fu She and Ruan, comes to the pleasure-quarter to send Xiangjun a substantial 

bridal trousseau from Ruan who has learned Hou’s marriage and that he is pressed for money. 

By so doing, Ruan is seeking to rehabilitate himself: having fallen from grace due to his 

association with Wei, he now hopes to get Hou’s support and reconcile with Fu She. It is here 

that Xiangjun’s surprising strength of character and political insight is demonstrated to the fullest 

extent. Upon learning about Ruan’s involvement, Xiangjun insists on returning the trousseau and 

is outraged by Hou’s inclination for compromise. Scolding her husband and showing her own 

will, she tells and sings: 

Juan Ta-ch’eng shamelessly supported the traitors; even women and children would 
gladly spit in his face. Yet when others justly attact him, you propose to defend him. 
Consider how this will affct your own position. [Sings]: 
 
How can you make such promises 
So thoughtlessly? 
Though you wish to save that creature from ruin, 
You must also bear in mind 
How others will judge yourself! 
 
[Speaks]: Merely because he has done you a personal favour, you forget the 
commonweal. Can’t you see that I am indifferent to all this finery? [She removes her 
headdress and outer gown, singing]: 
 
I care not whether I seem poor, 
Of lowly birth and station; 
In humble homespun I may win a virtuous reputation. (Kong 1976: 60) 
 

Xiangjun’s unyielding will shocks Yang who exclaims “Dear me, what a fiery temper!” (ibid.) 

and her keen sense of justice and propriety earn her the praise from Hou who now considers 
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Xiangjun “an awesome peer” (weiyou) superior to himself, “a friend to be looked up to with 

respect and trembling!” (ibid.) The triumph of Xiangjun over Hou suggests a gender reversal, as 

Zhou (2003: 131) argues, since in traditional Chinese society usually “male approval is the single 

criterion of female worth.” Gu Cai, Kong Shangren’s close friend and fellow dramatist, even 

calls Xiangjun a yiji (a righteous courtesan), and since what yi connotes—righteousness, justice, 

gallantry, and chivalry—are all Confucian ideals of male behavior, the commentary suggests 

“explicit gender dislocation” in Xiangjun (ibid.: 132). This scene, The Rejected Trousseau 

(quelian), is an early highlight of the opera. 

 

Illustration 4: an illustration of The Rejected Trousseau (Kong 1976: 62). From left to right: 
Yang Longyou, Hou Fangyu, Li Xiangjun, and Li Zhenli, proprietress of the house of pleasure 
and foster mother of the heroine. 
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Another highlight is scene 22, The Rejected Suit (shoulou), in which Xiangjun’s 

extraordinary strength of will is further projected. The peasant armies having conquered Beijing, 

the Chongzhen Emperor, last ruler of the Ming Dynasty, ends his life by committing suicide. In 

Nanjing, Ruan and Ma Shiying (hereafter Ma) elevate a member of the imperial family, the 

prince of Fu, to the throne as Emperor Hongguang. With this, the Southern Ming Dynasty, an 

attempt to establish the remnants of the Ming in the south of China, has been founded. 

Reappointed to an important position, Ruan, always harboring enmity in his heart since 

Xiangjun’s resolute refusal of the gift, now takes the opportunity to persecute Hou, forcing him 

to flee Nanjing and seek shelter from General Shi Kefa (hereafter Shi) while with Ma coercing 

Xiangjun to remarry their henchman, Prefect Tian Yang. Xiangjun again does not yield to his 

will and dashes her head on the ground to commit suicide. Yet she fails, and the blood spatters 

on the fan, Hou’s betrothal gift. In the next scene, Yang with his brush turns the bloodstains into 

flowers: the peach blossom fan. 

Xiangjun’s bloodshed in her boudoir, as Zhou (ibid.) reads, can be seen as paralleling that 

of the three Ming generals Shi, Zuo Liangyu, and Huang Degong on the battlefields: “in the 

dramatic world of the Fan, blood is emblematic of yang energy.” Just as the blood of the three 

generals represents their virility and patriotism, Xiangjun’s bloodshed in defense of her chastity 

also points to her fidelity to the political stand of Fu She, besides her personal devotion to her 

husband, since Xiangjun’s marriage to Hou, Zhou (ibid.) further suggests, is also a marriage to 

Fu She which Hou personifies. Moreover, Xiangjun’s name, Fragrant Princess, associates her 

with the orchid, a flower which carries strong masculine significance in Chinese culture since the 

Spring and Autumn period (770-221 B.C.E)17 and which is painted on the wall of her house by 

Yang. It relates Xiangjun to Confucius and Qu Yuan, two of the most prominent political figures 
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in Chinese history, and to the lofty spirit of upright literati with dissident sentiments in general. 

Xiangjun’s orchid identity with its association with the male realm of politics thus “signals the 

initial politicization of her identity and her symbolic entry into the sphere of men” and “marks 

the preliminary to her nuptial bond with Hou Fangyu and the Restoration Society” (ibid.: 134). 

The courtesan particularly epitomizes the late Ming ideal of androgyny which Kong 

Shangren celebrates through the dramatization of Xiangjun’s spiritual valiance. In kunqu, 

Xiangjun is only one among the willful and memorable courtesan characters which must include 

Mu Suhui from Xilou ji (The Western Chamber), Li Yaxian from Xiuru ji (An Embroidered 

Robe), and Hongfu from Hongfu ji (The Story of Hongfu), another culture rebel Li Zhi worships 

for her superior intelligence in her romantic venture. During the Ming-Qing transition, many 

women, such as Wang Duanshu, a professional writer, artist, and teacher, and the 

aforementioned Liu Rushi, even became actively involved in the Ming loyalist resistance (ibid.: 

257). As Zhou (2003: 18) succinctly summarizes: “[t]alented in poetic skills, active in romantic 

pursuit, and heroic in political actions, the courtesan embodied in a woman the most admirable 

male qualities” and “incarnated female potential for companionate relationship.” 

Xiangjun is complementary to Liniang in that they represent the primary two groups of 

women in the elite world, “a luminous politico-cultural world of wen signified by literature and 

civility” (Ko 1997: 86). While Liniang is a gentry daughter, a boudoir lady (guixiu), born in the 

scholar-official family, Xiangjun belongs to the courtesan culture whose visibility and 

respectability peaked at the late Ming period. Although undoubtedly different in their social and 

gendered positions (Ko 1994: 251-256, 1997: 76), both gentrywomen and Ming courtesans are 

among the first in the female population to receive a sophisticated education, possess poetic and 

artistic skills, and gain access to channels of self-expression (Ko 1994: 251). The most 
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distinguished of both enjoy literary and artistic prominence. Their existence in historical records, 

literary works, and theater (which is still being staged and gaining popularity today) bespeaks the 

cracks in the seemingly totalizing structure of gender in premodern China and an alternative 

female image to the modernist construction, although there is no doubt that late Ming liberalism 

with all its individualistic and humanistic significance and political antagonism nevertheless has 

its limitation: the androcentric import of the various “heroes among women” (nüzhong zhangfu) 

in late Ming and early Qing literature,18 its manipulation by patriarchy, and the general 

dominance of Confucian gender ideology and patriarchal power over the world of both Liniang 

and Xiangjun (see Zhou 2003: 2-5, 32-44, 205-209; Ko 1994, 1997). At the same time, it is just 

because of the confinement that the gender fluidity visible in both social and aesthetic realms 

appears liberating, even subversive. The gap between social reality and aesthetic presentation 

notwithstanding, if there is no doubt that literature, theater, and music specifically, in this case 

primarily the sound exchange between the female and male protagonists in kunqu, are both 

socially produced and socially productive, then the phenomenon of androgyny in artistic works 

should be seen as both projecting a germinating social consciousness and functioning “as ‘an’ 

aesthetic form of social energy’ circulating and negotiating between social and aesthetic 

domains” (Zhou 2003: 207). 
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Conclusion 

From this brief study, it can be seen that first, even in a period when the official ideology 

indeed indicates a dark age for women, there could also be large spaces for alternative practices, 

discordances, and competing discourses. As Ortner demonstrates, the totalization of “structure” 

itself, in this case the orthodox neo-Confucianism, is an illusion. The stylistic cultural androgyny 

as revealed in the literary activities of the late Ming and early Qing literary women, in the young 

women of the “beauty-scholar” romances, and in Du Liniang of Mudan ting as a creative talent 

and authentic, true lover attests the falseness of the modernist May Fourth construction of the 

monolithic, ahistorical image of the victimized Woman, “cloistered, crippled, and subservient” 

(Ko 1994: 3). It demonstrates an alternative image of women who (even if imaginary and 

fictional) are talented, courageous, and self-determined, actively pursuing their own interests, but 

who nevertheless also live under the constraints of the dominant social ideology. And the 

cultural androgyny, the feminized iconography of qing, and the gender-ambiguous cross-sexual 

mirroring characteristics as manifested in the late Ming and early Qing literati culture and in the 

literary and operatic masterpieces Mudan ting and Taohua shan together point to the inadequacy 

and invalidity of the modernist, Westernized discourse of gender binarism in understanding the 

gender relationships in premodern China. In this binarism, not only that women, as one 

homogenous half of the dichotomy, are conceived the negative of man, victimized and lacking 

personality, but the female/male power relationship is also falsely characterized by unilaterality 

(i.e. having-power versus powerless, oppressor versus oppressed), which obscures the very 

dynamics of gender relationships. 

                                                 
Notes 
 

1 See Lai (2008). 
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2 It can be seen that in her critique of Western feminist discourse on Third World women from a 3rd wave 

feminist perspective, Mohanty also touches upon the problem of the construction of a singular, monolithic 
notion of patriarchy and male dominance in many Western feminist texts. This parallel illustrates that “female 
sameness” and “male sameness,” the two ends of the pure, static binary, are interdependent of each other and 
that the destabilizing of one side potentially tends to change our conceptualization and perception of the other. 

3 In this chapter, Ortner critically discusses the practice theory of Bourdieu, de Certeau, Marshall Sahlins, 
and Anthony Giddens. 

4 A related phenomenon also pointing to the plurality of possible gender identities is the visibility, even 
prominence, of homosexual passion and male prostitution in the late Ming. Sophie Volpp observes that 
“natural femininity becomes attached to young boys rather than women” and in theater there is “a rivalry 
between actor and courtesan for the ground of femininity” (quoted in Zhou 2003: 16, 17). See also Volpp (2002: 
949-984) and Wang and Ren (2005: 75-81, 179-185). 

5 For more discussions on the cult of qing, see Martin W. Huang (1998: 153-184). 
6 A most salient example is found in the seventh story of Badong tian in which a male servant’s breasts 

miraculously swell up when he offers to nurture the infant of his master and mistress who died unjustly. The 
whole story is notable for the gender inversion and transvestism of all its three main characters: the servant, the 
hero, and the heroine. 

7 But McMahon also notices the lack of true symmetry in cross-dressing in the romances in that only the 
woman dresses as a man in order to gain upward mobility and to prove their superiority, and a similar 
inequality in the ratio of sexual partners. As McMahon shows, while some works feature monogamous 
relationships, many others allow the man two wives. But the story always carefully works out the bigamous 
relationships and the three-person marriage may play out the mirroring of twos. The equivalence may apply 
between the man and one or both of the women or between the women themselves. 

8 The other three operatic styles of Ming Southern style of drama are Haiyan, Yuyao, and Yiyang, all 
named after their places of origin. 

9 In his highly unconventional Kunqu Lianxiangban (literally pitying fragrance companion), Li Yu even 
extended the supreme qing beyond women and men to the two leading young female characters. It might be an 
intriguing topic for future investigation. 

10 It is now a consensus that Guanju is without doubt a poem about love and courtship. For a full 
translation of it, see Wang and Ren (1999: 2-5). 

11 The two scenes were grouped as one in the original text as “The Interrupted Dream,” but in staged 
performances are often treated as two successive scenes. 

12 I omit here the prose dialogue and intoned verses of Chunxiang. 
13 The deus ex machina, or happy ending, of Mudan ting is quite conventional, following the formula of 

many Chinese comedies. Liu wins the first place in the imperial examination, the emperor pardons all, and all 
celebrate union and reunion. As Epstein understands it, the comic resolution reinscribes the lovers’ 
transgressive passions within an orthodox framework, which points to the contradiction and limitation of late 
Ming-early Qing liberalism. See Epstein (2001: 100). 

14 The boundary between dream and reality is further blurred in scholar-beauty romance (Zhou 2003: 
240n20). 

15 Although the staged performance of Mudan ting this study looks at, the Young Lovers’ edition, is a 
very recent production, the apparel correspondence between the protagonists and the display of flowers can 
also be seen in stills of earlier performances, such as one by Cheng Yanqiu (as Du Liniang) and Yu Zhenfei (as 
Liu Mengmei) in the 1930s (Linchuan wenhua chuanmei wang). 

16 Different styles of various artistic forms such as music, opera, painting, calligraphy, etc., have long 
been subsumed under the North and South styles, a discourse often abundant in gendered descriptions and 
implications. 

17 In Zuo Zhuan (Commentary on the Zuo annal) the orchid serves as the name of Duke of Mu (606 
B.C.E.-?) who is of semi-supernatural origin. He plays an active role in politics and brings peace to his state 
(Zhou 2003: 134, 258n22). 

18 Both Du Liniang and Li Xiangjun can be seen as projecting the authors’ own spiritual and political 
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ideal. Chang’s (1991: 17) remark that “[a]fter the fall of the Ming, the courtesan became a metaphor for the 
loyalist poets’ vision of themselves” is particularly relevant for Taohua shan. See Zhou (2003: 88-93, 148-149). 
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