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Abstract  General Yue Fei has long been considered a symbol of loyalty and 
resistance in Chinese history. His legend has been circulating in various forms 
since the twelfth century. In the context of the emerging women-authored tanci 
narratives and the political disorder of late 19th century China, this article 
examines how the gentry woman author Zhou Yingfang 周颖芳 (1829−95) 
enriches the narratives of Yue Fei by inserting a number of domestic themes into 
her tanci adaptation. She redefines the virtues of both genders and expects 
transformed family dynamics. In considering scholarly interpretations of the 
tanci in the modern period, this article also argues that the May Fourth scholars 
tended to neglect and/or suppress Zhou Yingfang’s gendered consciousness in 
her alternative imagination of history. 
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Introduction 

This article attempts to capture a moment in chaotic nineteenth-century China by 
examining the woman writer Zhou Yingfang 周颖芳 (1829–95) and her tanci 
narrative Jing zhong zhuan (JZZ) 精忠传 (The legend of dedication and loyalty), 
which tells the story of the famous Chinese General Yue Fei (1103–42). During 
Zhou’s time, the old Qing Empire was undergoing a series of social crises and 
political upheavals. The two Opium wars (1839–42, 1856–60) and the treaty of 
Nanjing (1842) forced the isolated empire to open to the world; the Taiping 
Rebellion (1850–64), China’s most notorious civil war, swept across and 
destroyed the wealthy Jiangnan area. In addition to the major threat posed by the 
Taiping rebels, other local riots in North China and the southwest frontier also 
deeply troubled the Qing. During the same period, internal turbulence left the 
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empire in a weak position to resist Western expansion. All of these events mark the 
late 19th century as a period of rapid change in Chinese history. The political 
turbulence abruptly fractured the enclosed lives of gentry women (guixiu 闺秀) and 
profoundly affected their writings. At the same time, socio-cultural and political 
changes also led to expansion of a real and imagined space as emerging concepts of 
modernity gradually began to influence China’s upper-class and literati elite, 
particularly for women in this group. Many women writers who lived during late 
19th century China expressed, either explicitly or indirectly, their political 
experiences and awareness in their poetry.1 However, Zhou Yingfang uses the 
traditional plots and aesthetics of tanci to address her complex concerns.2 By 
exploring the literary utopia crafted for women characters in JZZ and by 
investigating early 20th century scholarly critiques of the work, I argue that, despite 
its seemingly “masculine” topic of General Yue Fei’s military achievements, the 
tanci narrative JZZ is significantly a women-centered text that envisions how 
women’s lives in history should be told. JZZ is an active rhetorical response to 
women’s marginal status in the grand history of China. By choosing a historical and 
patriotic subject (and one which was traditionally masculine- identified), Zhou 
Yingfang crossed gender boundaries and strove for self- definition and the 
re-formation of social connections. 

This article consists of three parts: The first section is a reconstruction of 
Zhou’s biography based on archival research; the second section illustrates how 
Zhou rewrote the traditional chivalric story of Yue Fei by adding a lively 
domestic narrative; and the third section investigates commentaries on JZZ 
written during Republican China, showing how the commentators intentionally 
(mis)interpreted the JZZ to cultivate nationalism among readers in an age of 
rising patriotism.  

 
 

                                                               
1  For a discussion of women-authored texts written during China’s turbulent late 
nineteenth-century, see Susan Mann, “The Lady and the State: Women’s Writings in Times of 
Trouble during the Nineteenth Century,” in Grace S. Fong and Ellen Widmer, ed., The Inner 
Quarters and Beyond: Women Writers from Ming through Qing, 283–314; Grace S. Fong, 
“Alternative Modernities, or a Classical Woman of Modern China: The Challenging Trajectory 
of Lu Bicheng’s (1883–1943) Life and Song Lyrics,” in Grace S. Fong, Nanxiu Qian, and 
Harriet Thelma Zurndorfer, ed., Beyond Tradition & Modernity: Gender, Genre, and 
Cosmopolitanism in Late Qing China, 12–59; and Waiyee Li, Women and National Trauma in 
Late Imperial Chinese Literature.  
2 Here I use the term tanci to refer to the novel-length prosimetric narratives written by 
women for a primarily female audience. Women-authored tanci is normally written in verses 
of seven-character lines, or an alternation of verse and prose passages. A more detailed 
discussion of tanci will follow later in this study. 
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Zhou Yingfang: A Talented Woman during China’s National 
Crisis 

Like most women writers in late imperial China, JZZ’s author Zhou Yingfang 
belonged to the special group of “talented women,” a distinct social and cultural 
category in Chinese history. 3  Born into elite households, this small and 
privileged group typically represents “women of talent, knowledge, intellectual 
independence and moral strength, whom women in subsequent periods 
repeatedly invoked as inspiration.”4 The recent “rediscovery” of talented women 
from late imperial gentry households, such as Zhou Yingfang, has radically 
challenged the canonized discourses that victimize traditional Chinese women. 
Regrettably, Zhou Yingfang did not leave behind many words about herself for 
modern readers.5 Previous studies on Zhou Yingfang and her literary activities 
have heavily relied on two prefaces authored by her family friends when JZZ 
was first published in 1932. However, the prefaces provide only fragmented 
information about her hometown Hangzhou and her conjugal family. In recent 
years, more details about Zhou’s life experiences have come to light through 
local gazetteers, family genealogies, poetry collections by her family members, 
and other miscellanea about talented women in the Qing Dynasty.  

Zhou Yingfang, courtesy name Huifeng 蕙风, was born into a prominent 
Hangzhou family on the fifth day in the fourth month in 1829. Zhou’s mother 

                                                               
3 The phrase “talented women” is a direct translation of the Chinese word cainü 才女, which 
was widely used in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. During this period upperclass 
Chinese women were expected to develop many skills, which included both traditional 
domestic skills, such as weaving and embroidery, and intellectual talents. Some farsighted 
families educated their daughters in classical studies, literary writing, and even refined arts 
such as calligraphy and painting. Especially in the Ming-Qing period, talented women in the 
Jiangnan region were highly educated and very active in literary production. They participated 
in networks of reading and writing and constructed a community through poetry exchange, 
manuscript circulation, letter correspondence, or even physical literary salons. According to 
Rawski, literate women in the nineteenth century made up roughly 2–10% of the total Chinese 
population, and in some economically and culturally advanced areas like Jiangnan, the 
percentage might have reached as high as 25%. See Evelyn S. Rawski, Education and Popular 
Literacy in Ch’ing China, 6. 
4 See the introductory chapter in Nanxiu Qian, Grace S. Fong, and Richard J. Smith, ed., 
Different Worlds of Discourse: Transformations of Gender and Genre in Late Qing and Early 
Republican China, 12. 
5 Many female tanci authors frequently inserted semi-biographical passages into their work, 
but Zhou kept the narrative flow consistent and did not interrupt it by inserting any 
self-descriptions. Early women tanci authors were especially prone to insert lines describing 
their daily life and writing process. For example, Yu chuan yuan (preface 1842), Zaisheng yuan 
(1770), and Bi sheng hua (1857) all insert semi-autobiographical lines. For further discussion, 
see Siao-chen Hu, Literary Tanci: A Woman’s Tradition of Narrative in Verse; and Bao Zhenpei, 
Qingdai nü zuojia tanci xiaoshuo lungao.  
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Zheng Zhenhua 郑贞华 (1811–60), who authored her own poetry collection, 
Lüyinlou ji, and tanci narrative, Meng ying yuan (published 1843), was the 
daughter of Vice Censor-in-Chief (zhongcheng 中丞) Zheng Zuchen 郑祖琛 
(1784–1851). Zhou Yingfang seems to have been deeply influenced by her 
mother. Their mother-daughter bond is a wonderful testimony to female 
education in elite families and to literary activity among women in the late 
imperial Jiangnan region.6  Bearing an imprint of her jiaxue 家学  (family 
learning) tradition, Zhou also engaged in literary pursuits from an early age, and 
was proficient in history and poetry.  

Zhou Yingfang married into the Yan 严 family of Tongxiang 桐乡, a town 
about fifty miles southeast of Hangzhou. The Yan family was also a powerful and 
influential literati-official family. Her mother-in-law, Wang Yaofen 王瑶芬 
(1800–1883), was renowned for her skills in poetry, calligraphy and painting and 
authored a poetry collection entitled Xieyunlou shichao 写韵楼诗钞 (Poems from 
the elegance writing tower).7 Zhou’s three sisters-in-law were all considered 
extraordinarily talented in literature and each authored a poetry collection.8 
Zhou’s husband Yan Jin 严瑾 (1827–65) was a gifted military leader who helped 
to suppress the Taiping rebels and local bandits. He received prompt promotions 
and became the prefectural magistrate of Guizhou 贵州, one of China’s most 
ethnically diverse areas (both then and today). The family thus settled down in 
his official residence. Like other gentry women in late imperial China, Zhou and 
her family members formed a reading community and frequently exchanged 
poems. Although Zhou’s poetry collection Yanxiangge shi cao 砚香阁诗草 
(Poetry from the studio of ink fragrance) is no longer extant, her literary activity 
can be traced through the writings by her family members. Before 1860, she 
lived a quite comfortable life similar to other gentry women in upper-class 
households and gave birth to three daughters and one son.  

The Taiping rebellion marked a major transition in the family fortunes. In 1860, 

                                                               
6 Important to this study is also the way in which the mother-daughter relationship between 
Zheng Zhenhua and Zhou Yingfang highlights the blurring boundary between traditional 
guixiu talented women and “new women” of the modern period. Zheng Zhenhua’s life 
experience suggests that mothers as “inner chamber teachers” who educated their daughters in 
gentry households during late imperial China foreshadowed the appearance of modern 
independent female teachers. See Xiaoping Cong, “From ‘Cainü’ (Talented Women) to ‘Nü 
jiaoxi’ (Female Teachers): Female Normal Schools and the Transformation of Women’s 
Education in Late Qing China, 1895–1911,” 115–44; and Siao-chen Hu, Cainü cheye 
weimian:Jindai Zhongguo nüxing xushi wenxue de xingqi, 62–99. 
7 According to Yan Yonghua, the collection was first published when the family resided in 
Guizhou and was burned during the Miao rebellion. The second edition, with seven additional 
poems, was published by Jingjiang queshu 京江榷署 in 1871.  
8 See Yan Chen, Qingxi Yanshi jiapu, vol. 3.  
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Zhou’s mother Zheng Zhenhua committed suicide when the Taiping rebels took 
over Hangzhou. When the news arrived, Zhou was overwhelmed with sorrow. 
The situation of the Yan family also changed dramatically after the Shiqian 石阡 
attack by the Miao rebels in the fourth month of 1865, when her husband Yan Jin 
died in the battle. During the riot, a group of rebels broke into the city and 
attacked the magistrate’s residence while he was leading the soldiers and fighting 
on the city wall. According to Qingxi Yanshi jiapu 青溪严氏家谱 (The Yan 
family genealogy, completed in 1892), once Wang Yaofen heard the rebels, she 
immediately hid the children in a commoner’s house, then led Zhou and Zhou’s 
sisters-in-law to drown themselves in the lotus pool attached to the residence. 
But, since the early spring water was shallow, they were soon rescued. 

After Yan Jin’s death, Zhou Yingfang and the rest of the family fled Shiqian 
along with other refugees. Later, Yan Jin’s elder brother Yan Chen 严辰 managed 
to meet up with them along the way and eventually helped them move back to 
Zhejiang.9 Beginning in 1871, Zhou Yingfang lived in Haining 海宁 alone with 
her children. Li Shu 李枢, who wrote one of the prefaces for JZZ, described Zhou 
during this period as “living a frugal but virtuous life, devoted to her duties of 
serving her mother-in-law and raising her children” 含冰茹蘗之中, 惟曲尽其事长

抚雏之责.10 But she was not broken by the late Qing dynastic crisis or her 
personal trauma. Ellen Widmer once observed that it was not unusual for talented 
women to resume writing once their childbearing years were over and they were 
released from domestic duties.11 In her spare time in Haining, Zhou was active 
in literary pursuits with her relatives. The name she chose for her studio, 
Yanxiang Ge 砚香阁 (Studio of ink fragrance), reveals her preoccupation with 
literary production. Her chaste life as a widowed mother did not preclude her 
selection of traditionally masculine themes, such as heroes, war, and historical 
topics. In addition to writing poems, Zhou read extensively and was clearly 
drawn to the vernacular xiaoshuo (often translated as “fiction”) Shuo Yue 
quanzhuan 说岳全传 (The complete biography of Yue Fei, d. 1744), which 
                                                               
9 The hardships they encountered along the road and the pain of losing a family member were 
described in detail by Zhou’s sister-in-law, Yan Yonghua, in her poem entitled “This is the 
fourth poem in the series with a long title: Records during the return journey with mother after 
the Miao rebels left. They attacked Shiqian on the fourteenth day of the fifth month in 1865 
and Shuhe died in battle. I carried mother running over the wall and the rest followed. Hearing 
the rebels coming, the whole family attempted to commit suicide in the lotus pond behind the 
residence. The rebels said: ‘Perfect Yan is a righteous official. We must not offend his family.’ 
Therefore we survived” 乙丑五月十四日叛苗陷石阡叔和兄巷战死节余亟负母逾垣出余人从之既

闻贼将到全家投署后荷池中贼相谓曰严太守清官眷属不可犯也遂得免贼退后奉母旋里途中纪事. 
10 Li Shu’s preface was published along with the tanci in 1932 and 1935. See Zhou Yingfang, 
Jing zhong zhuan tanci, preface page. 
11 Ellen Widmer, The Beauty and the Book : Women and Fiction in Nineteenth-Century China, 
4. 
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provided the basis for her tanci.12 During this period she authored her poetry 
collection and, ultimately, the substantial 72-chapter tanci narrative JZZ. Li Shu 
describes her lengthy writing process: “[She] wrote the fiction off and on for 
twenty-eight years in her cottage, as a source of recreation in difficult times” 二
十八年中或作或辍, 风雨蓬庐, 消遣穷愁几许. Thirty years after her husband’s 
death, she composed a poem reflecting back on her marriage and her life: 

 
The success of our children through my education can comfort the dead. 
Our good children indeed will not betray your reputation. 
I can only bemoan that in heaven he treated parting so lightly, 
And has left me alone now for thirty years. 
教子成名慰九泉， 
佳儿端不负君贤。 
怪他天上轻离別， 
弃我于今三十年。

13 
 

Despite her personal loss, the poem is a powerful statement of the woman 
author’s self-assessment, embracing both public and domestic virtues. Zhou 
expresses a faithful affection towards her husband and takes great pride in 
carrying on her family duties. Her wifely fidelity and her husband’s political 
loyalty together represent the two sides of this honorable elite family. By 
displaying her literary talents and her wifely and motherly virtues, she 
legitimizes her identity as a woman writer with a strong sense of honor; she only 
writes after she has successfully completed her household obligations.  

Zhou completed JZZ in 1895 and died later that same year at the age of 
sixty-six. The manuscript was first circulated among a close circle of family and 
friends. When Zhou’s son Yan Kaidi 严开第  went to his official post in 
Guangdong Province, he carefully carried the manuscript with him and asked a 
family friend, Xu Desheng 徐德升, to write an endorsement in 1900. Twelve 
years later, Li Shu wrote a second endorsement. The two endorsements were also 
included in the print version as prefaces. When JZZ was first published by 
Shanghai Commercial Press 商务印书馆 in 1932, rather than using professional 
editors, Zhou’s son and his wives, as well as Zhou’s three daughters, proofread 
the manuscript, a clear sign that the children took pride in their mother’s literary 
                                                               
12 Shuo Yue quanzhuan was originally written by Hangzhou literatus Qian Cai 钱彩 (1729) 
and was then revised by Jin Feng 金丰 during the Qianlong reign period (1736–96). Jin Feng 
also wrote a preface for the work. It is worth noting that Shuo Yue was banned during the 
Qianlong reign period, but by 1868 Zhou had read the work and started to write her tanci 
version. 
13 This poem is recorded by her family friend Yu Yue 俞樾 in Chunzai tang yinglian lucun 春

在堂楹联录存, in Shen Yunlong, ed., Jindai zhonghuo shiliao congkan, vol. 42, 1060. 
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legacy.  
Biographical accounts of Zhou include orthodox narratives such as those 

found in the Yanshi jiapu and Guangxu Tongxiang xianzhi 光绪桐乡县志 
(Records of the Tongxiang County edited during the Guangxu range), which 
attempt to confine her voice within the family and emphasize her fulfillment of 
traditional female roles. These narratives merely refer to her as the wife of Yan 
Jin. However, other textual sources and her own literary accomplishments 
indicate that she was a more sophisticated woman writer, who experienced the 
chaotic transitional period of the late 19th century and, through her writing, 
actively engaged with the rapid social transformations that were occurring 
around her. 

The Crafted Space for Elite Women in JZZ 

The genre of tanci narrative (tanci xiaoshuo 弹词小说) has been recognized as the 
most significant literary achievement by women in late imperial China. The 
Chinese term tanci, or “plucking lyrics,”14 was first seen in the biji 笔记 
miscellany Xihu youlan zhiyu 西湖遊览志余 (Additional remarks on the tour of 
the West Lake, first published 1547) by Tian Rucheng 田汝成

15 and originally 
referred to a form of spoken and sung literature (shuochang wenxue 说唱文学).16 
Tanci performance was prevalent not only in public places but also in women’s 
inner chambers. It soon became popular to invite tanci singers to perform in 
upper-class households. In Honglou meng, tanci performances were often seen at 
family banquets and celebrations. In one scene, only the visit of Granny Liu can 
distract the girls from tanci singing.17 Although tanci narratives developed from 
singing scripts, they gradually became a distinct literary genre. Gentry women 
comprised the main audience for tanci performance, and a group of outstanding 
women writers who actively wrote literary tanci soon emerged. These women 
writers focused on narrative development and made tanci works that were 

                                                               
14 Mark Bender translates tanci as “chantefable narratives.” See the introductory chapter in 
Mark Bender, Plum and Bamboo: China’s Suzhou Chantefable Tradition. 
15 Tian Rucheng 田汝成 describes the scene of tide-watching at the Qiantang River in 
Hangzhou in Xihu youlan zhiyu (1574) as follows: “At the time actors played acrobatic games, 
ball games, and gambling, and performed drum songs and tanci. It was crowded and noisy” 其
时优人百戏，击球，关扑，渔鼓，弹词，声音鼎沸. See Liang Zhou, Suzhou pingtan jiu wenchao, 
7. 
16 For further discussion of the origins and development of tanci performance, see also Zheng 
Zhenduo, Zhongguo su wenxue shi; Chen Ruheng, Chen Ruheng quyi wenxuan; Ye Dejun, 
Song Yuan Ming jiangchang wenxue; and Sheng Zhimei “Tanci yuanyuan liubian kaoshu,” 
94–101. 
17 See Honglou meng, Chapters, 39, 43, 44, 62. 
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suitable for casual reading and thus closer to the genre of fiction. By the 18th 
century, tanci had become categorized as a “gendered” genre with unique 
aesthetics due to its special appeal for women audiences, readers, and writers. 
Even today, some scholars consider tanci the earliest form of women’s 
narratives.18 Within the narrative framework typical of romantic narratives, 
women-authored tanci develops a more serious approach to “domestic” topics 
based on the authors’ own experiences in the Confucian family system.19 Tanci 
are generally considered domestic narratives that explore the sentiments and 
aesthetics of women’s lives and elaborate on women’s experiences.  

JZZ’s story concerns the famous military general Yue Fei (1103–42), who 
fought against the Jurchens to defend the Southern Song dynasty. Just as he was 
about to win his final victory, he was executed due to a false charge fabricated by 
the emperor and ministers. After his death, Yue Fei soon became a mythical 
symbol of dedication, loyalty, and patriotism. His legendary life was the subject 
of a number of myths, performances, operas, and other fictional texts.20 Most 
renderings of the story focus on the general’s military achievements and 
masculine prowess and are rife with images of war, violence, and destruction. 
Zhou’s tanci stands in sharp contrast to these other versions. The basic storyline 
of JZZ is largely based on Shuo Yue, but this does not mean JZZ is lacking in 
originality. At the beginning of the tanci, Zhou declares that she intends to “write 
new tunes to the old music” 敢将古调翻新调 (1.1). Zhou not only rewrites Shuo 
Yue, a work of vernacular fiction, into tanci verses, but also enriches the 
characters by inserting many fictional episodes about Yue Fei’ family life and 
constructing a diversely gendered representation of family dynamics. A distinct 
innovation of JZZ lies in its creation of an expanded space for elite 
women—Zhou constantly parallels well-known battle stories with invented 
family scenes in the Yue household and actually gives priority to domestic 
themes over the hero’s stereotypical military achievements. Waiyee Li points out 
that writing about historical moments or engaging with contemporary political 
crises would often be regarded as more “masculine.” 21  In JZZ, Zhou 
incorporates “feminine” touches into her treatment of conventionally 
“masculine” themes. Equal weight is given to women’s traditional activities in 

                                                               
18 See the introductory chapter of Siao-chen Hu, Literary Tanci; and Ellen Widmer, The Beauty 
and the Book, 267–68. 
19 Romance-centered tanci include the following works: Chen Duansheng’s Zai sheng yuan 
(1770); Huang Xiaoqin’s San shengshi (1865) and Chi yu lianhua (1781); Hou Zhi’s Jin shang 
hua (1813) and Zai zao tian (prefaced 1826); Qiu Xinru’s Bi sheng hua (1857); Li Guiyu’s Liu 
hua meng (1841). 
20 For a discussion of the circulation of stories about Yue Fei, see Zhang Huoqing, Shuo Yue 
quan zhuan yanjiu.  
21 Waiyee Li, Women and National Trauma in Late Imperial Chinese Literature, 112–13. 
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the inner chambers and battle scenes in which their male relatives fight on the 
Chinese border. She not only turns the conventional “objects of desire” into 
heroines, but also makes the case that women’s beauty and talent, aesthetic 
sensibilities and management skills, thoughtfulness and passion can co-exist in 
harmony with their ambition, as well as their search for justice and truth. I will 
examine the fictional space that Zhou crafts for elite women and discuss how 
JZZ empowers women in relation to the following four topics: pregnancy and 
childbirth, the lives of elderly women, companionate marriage, and friendship 
between women.  

In JZZ, Zhou suggests a new vision of womanhood, most likely fashioned by 
her own experiences as a wife and a mother. This vision is conveyed through two 
main female characters: Yue Fei’s wife Lady Li and his mother Lady Yao. 
Among the many aspects of the domestic sphere that are described and respected 
in JZZ, pregnancy and childbirth occupies an especially important role. While 
pregnancy and childbirth were often considered polluting and sinful in late 
imperial texts, JZZ primarily describes pregnancy and childbirth as being 
pleasant experiences.22 Rather than emphasizing the importance of continuing 
the patriarchal lineage, JZZ celebrates pregnancy and childbirth as a source of 
joy for women and a cause for celebration. As discussed above, Zhou started to 
work on JZZ in her late thirties, after she had already had four children. The 
character of Yue Fei’s wife Lady Li seems to be based on Zhou’s own 
experiences living in a large upper-class family, where pregnancy and childbirth 
could become a constant and cheerful topic. 

In contrast with the conventional belief that marriage ends all romance, in JZZ 
even pregnancy does not conflict with conjugal love. Zhou depicts an intimate 
moment when the general’s pregnant wife greets him at the door late at night: 

 
The general said to her in a gentle voice: Please do not do this again. 
I feel guilty for bringing you all this trouble. 
You should take care of yourself while you are pregnant. 
Stay up late in the cold night no more. 

                                                               
22 See Gary Seaman, “The Sexual Politics of Karmic Retribution,” in The Anthropolgy of 
Taiwanese Society, 381–96. One of the more extreme examples might be the Blood Basin 
Sutra 血盆经, in which the Venerable Maudgalyayana, or Mu Lian 目连 in Chinese, travels to 
the underworld to rescue his mother. He witnesses a hell reserved specifically for women 
because the blood they shed in menstruation and childbirth is considered offensive (产下血露污

触地神). See Robin R. Wang’s translation of the Blood Basin Sutra in her Images of Women in 
Chinese Thought and Culture, 291–93. See also Alan Cole, Mothers and Sons in Chinese 
Buddhism, 159–225; Patricia F.  Shih, Female Pollution-in Chinese Society; Mary 
Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concept of Pollution and Taboo; and Emily Ahern, 
“The Power and Pollution of Chinese Women,” in Margery Wolf, Witke Roxane, and Martin 
Emily ed., Women in Chinese Society, 193–242.  
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元帅低言休若此， 
劳卿玉体怎安心。 
卿身有娠宜珍卫， 
岂可寒天坐夜深。(41.365) 
 

This domestic scene provides a respite from intense battle scenes and portrays a 
moment of the thoughtfulness and affection between the young expectant couple. 
The subtle emotions and perceptions that drive their interactions create a quiet 
and intimate night scene, in which the couple experiences a moment of romance 
removed from the daily demands of an orthodox family.  

Instead of simply being a tool for reproduction, Lady Li pays attention to her 
own feelings and emotions as a mother:  

 
The Lady was reading a poetry collection and composing a romantic poem. 
The message was to be sent to her husband, who was living afar. 
Suddenly she felt she could not sit in peace. 
She moved back to her bedroom. 
偶翻词谱填红豆， 
遥寄新愁忆远人。 
一时玉体难安坐， 
移莲回进卧房门。(33.289) 
 

By the time she is pregnant with her fourth son, she has developed an awareness 
of the bodily changes she is undergoing. She is pleased to “feel her body get 
lighter” 喜身轻 (41.370), as she experiences a more sophisticated understanding 
of and delight in motherhood. These passages suggest her growth from a very 
young and inexperienced bride to a mature married woman. 

In addition, when her daughter-in-law Lady Gong gives birth to her first child, 
Lady Li becomes the de facto head of household. The indirect power that she 
enjoys is indicated by the outstanding coordination and management skills that 
she demonstrates in the Yue household. When she first learns that her 
daughter-in-law is pregnant, she immediately waives all of Lady Gong’s daily 
duties, including paying respect to the elders, so that she can rest in her own 
chamber. Since the young daughter-in-law has little knowledge about pregnancy, 
Lady Li helps her gain confidence and comfort during the delivery process.  

 
The young lady is seated in the red curtains, 
Lying all the way back on the bed, and feeling upset. 
When Lady Li heard the news, 
She hurried to the Ruilin Hall. 
She told the young lady that the family was blessed to have this child, 
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And asked her to take care. 
She gave orders to the maidservants in the room, 
That they should be very careful and keep their eyes open. 
She then walked to Lady Yao’s chamber, 
Reporting the good news of her granddaughter-in-law’s lying-in. 
少夫人坐红绫帐， 
独自慵妆拥锦衾。 
堂上夫人知此事， 
忙忙移步瑞麟厅。 
产麟在即殊深幸， 
嘱咐姣儿要自珍。 
传示房中诸仆婢， 
小心服役莫粗心。 
须臾又至慈亲舍， 
孙媳临盆事禀明。(41.364) 
 

Here the seemingly insignificant details reveals the dynamics of action and 
emotions in the family. As indicated in the lines, Lady Li gradually transforms 
from a young bride to a capable woman managing a big household. These 
domestic moments are presented with pride as a woman’s way to enjoy power 
within the daily rhythms of the household. The detailed description helps to 
represent Zhou’s vision of women’s life and to build an emotional backdrop to 
the domestic activities. Despite the fact that childbirth posed a great danger for 
women in the 19th century, JZZ presents a lively picture of the joy and busyness 
that childbirth means to a gentry family. Instead of depicting the pain and fear 
surrounding childbirth, the tanci shows the sense of blessing and the careful 
nurturing that the new mother received from family members to help soothe her 
worries.  

As a woman of high social rank, Zhou makes an attempt to strengthen 
women’s domestic status in her writing. Another significant character in the tanci, 
Yue Fei’s mother Lady Yao, represents the hope for a more relaxed life for 
elderly women: a retreat from household responsibilities, an engagement with 
spirituality, and greater power and authority within the household. In the 
vernacular novel Shuo Yue, Lady Yao is virtuous but suffering. JZZ, however, 
adds depth to her character, allowing the widowed mother to experience a greater 
range of emotions and to exist as more than merely a model for dedication and 
self-sacrifice.  

First, Zhou describes Lady Yao as “a woman of heroic nature” 闺中巾帼英雄

性 (16.134) who is neither overly attached to her son nor overly demanding of 
filial devotion from him. Her stance regarding filiality serves to highlight a 
recurring theme in the tanci, namely, that authentic filial acts should be derived 
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from human nature (chunxiao tianran 纯孝天然). Moreover, she is able to enjoy 
an easy and delightful retirement, “living a healthy and cheerful life from 
morning till night” 金萱无恙乐晨昏  (14.112), and “devoting her to Zen 
Buddhism and playing with her grandchildren” 参禅余兴将孙课 (33.189). The 
figure of Lady Yao, who is portrayed as emotionally helpless and vulnerable in 
Shuo Yue, is, in JZZ, transformed into an individual who possesses inner peace 
and freedom. 

Conversely, in sharp contrast with the tyrannical in-laws who populate other 
late imperial works, JZZ does not depict elderly women as abusing the domestic 
authority that they gain with age. Lady Yao represents a new model for in-laws in 
the gentry family: “the strict parents are noble-minded and enjoy the residence” 
严亲高尚乐榆枌 (16.131). Rather than being a picky and rigid old woman, Lady 
Yao is considerate and amazingly humorous, especially with young couples. 
While approving of the traditional systems of gendered and age-based authority, 
Zhou makes an effort to depict the relationship between children and parents as 
characterized by equality and affection. Maternal love and genuine engagement 
in family affairs have replaced strict hierarchical relationships in the ideal family 
dynamics envisioned by Zhou.  

The new family dynamics depicted by Zhou also include her vision of the 
ideal conjugal relationship. Unlike another famous woman-authored tanci 
narrative, Zai sheng yuan, which implies that marriage deprives women of 
freedom and oppresses their true nature, JZZ seems to firmly believe in conjugal 
love. Zhou often describes how the general and his wife “look at each other in 
deep kindness, enjoying a wordless refined moment” 相对无穷雅意深. This 
stereotypical line suggests the concept of soul mates, a theme that is quite 
popular in scholar-beauty romances, but not necessarily in stories of war heroes 
such as Yue Fei. Similarly, the romantic sentiments found throughout JZZ are 
meant to depict the general’s companionate marriage. By the end of the 19th 
century, some educated couples had become aware of the ideal of marriage based 
on emotional compatibility, as opposed to an understanding of marriage as 
existing solely to produce a son to carry on the family lineage, as demanded by 
the Confucian family system. Throughout JZZ, the general and his wife treat 
each other with mutual respect that implies a relationship between intellectual 
equals who both value elite leisure activities such as reading history, calligraphy, 
and boudoir pleasures. The couple’s conjugal compatibility is demonstrated 
through their shared good taste and cultivation of upper-class hobbies. It is not 
surprising that sophisticated moments, in which they engage in these pursuits, are 
re-inscribed repeatedly in the tanci text. Seen from this point of view, JZZ’s very 
concern for affection and compatibility in marriage challenges orthodox 
Confucian values that oppress the emotional needs of the individual. Instead of 
duty, control and obedience, the marriage in JZZ is based on intimacy and 
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respect. Meanwhile, the gentry couple still behaves rationally and tempers their 
desire. As McMahon puts it, the chaste Qing couple in the elite household 
“replaces sex with words, poems, letters, and polite conversation.”23 

The many detailed episodes in JZZ depict the multifaceted nature of a 
woman’s life in a gentry family. In Zhou’s rewriting of the Yue Fei story, mothers 
and grandmothers play a decisive role in childrearing, not only as a result of the 
household division of labor, but because of the crucial role played by women 
within the family dynamics. As Margery Wolf has pointed out, from a Chinese 
woman’s point of view, family is not the male line of descent, but the uterine 
family created by herself and her mother. A woman’s loyalties are thus not 
completely in alignment with the interests of the male-centered family unit.24 In 
these everyday domestic scenarios, women in the Yue family are scarcely on the 
margins of history. 

Yet the celebration of domestic details in JZZ is not intended to confine 
women within the inner (nei 内) quarters, as required by normative gender 
divisions in pre-modern Chinese culture. Certain episodes, such as those 
depicting Lady Li travelling, hosting fancy banquets, and managing the finances 
and personnel of the large household, in fact blur the boundaries between the 
inner (private) and outer (public) spaces. In addition, the women characters in 
JZZ not only construct a social network that exists beyond the confines of the 
boudoir, but also provide an alternative model of female friendship.25 Zhou 
spends a few chapters incorporating the legend of female general Liang Hongyu
梁红玉, who, like Yue Fei, contributes her efforts to defend the Song Empire. In 
the tanci, Liang and Lady Li become friends. When a treacherous official sends 
imperial guards to harm Yue’s family, the chivalrous woman warrior uses her 
ample resources to keep the family safe. After helping to arrange a proper funeral 
for Yue Fei and Yue Yun, Liang stays with Lady Li, who is now in great distress 
after losing her husband and son. This proves what Waiyee Li defines as a “male 
prototype” when women writers describe their enclosed friendship. 26  The 
character of Liang seems to be constructed as a response to the concept of 
haohan 好汉 (brotherhood), which integrates honor, duty, and comradeship in 
                                                               
23 Keith McMahon, Causality and Containment, 229. 
24 Margery Wolf, “Women and the Family in Rural Taiwan,” in Al-Li S Chin and Maurice 
Freedman ed., Family and Kinship in Chinese Society, 37–62.  
25 Siao-chen Hu highly values the conversation in Chapter 69 of JZZ, in which a young 
woman discusses Yue Fei’s achievements with her mother and grandmother after a visit to the 
general’s tomb. Hu argues that, “In this way the grand issues of war and dynastic crisis become 
the topic of women’s daily conversation. In this sense, Zhou Yingfang’s Jing zhong zhuan is 
indeed a parody of a grand narrative tradition.” See her “War, Violence, and the Metaphor of 
Blood,” in Grace S. Fong and Ellen Widmer ed., The Inner Quarters and Beyond: Women 
Writers from Ming through Qing, 261. 
26 Waiyee Li, 157–59. 
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late imperial fiction. Liang demonstrates a feminine counterpart of the Confucian 
concept of yi 义; she represents sisterly loyalty within the women’s community. 
JZZ uses pacifying and soothing language to describe sisterly friendship: “[Liang] 
spent some time quietly [with Lady Li] and forgot her return date” 淡然相对竟忘

归 (62.577). It is worth noting that, although the image of the military heroine as 
presented in JZZ departs from conventional narratives, the work does not 
advocate a revolution in gender roles. While JZZ might not reflect the 
interpretive standpoint of orthodox historiography, it reflects Zhou’s gendered 
perspective as a woman gentry writer. “Grand” political issues recede into the 
background to make way for moments of sophisticated sentiment, which stand in 
opposition to a historical narrative mostly associated with masculinity. Zhou 
Yingfang thus crafts an alternative dynamic space that affords modern readers of 
the 20th and 21th centuries a glimpse of women’s dignity and the complex 
friendships between them.  

In JZZ, Zhou interweaves women-centered activities into the narrative creates 
a greater sense of female subjectivity, which sets the story apart from 
conventional treatments of the Yue Fei story that focus on “masculine” themes 
surrounding war and violence. In other words, the tanci suggests the way in 
which a late imperial woman articulated her own values of her time. The new 
vision of ideal womanhood that Zhou presents is shaped by the elite Jiangnan 
society and, more notably, by her own education and life experiences. During 
Zhou’s time, levels of education among gentry women increased. As a highly 
educated gentry woman, Zhou still lived at home, but her understanding of 
domestic life changed. Like other gentry women, she understood her role in the 
family according to traditional Confucian ideals, but she was also able to develop 
her own cultural identity as a writer. In JZZ, Zhou seems quite happy to accept as 
the highest ideals for women orthodox Confucian virtues including chastity, 
loyalty, and political martyrdom.27 But the way in which she narrates the story, 
in particular, her detailed elaboration of women’s life experiences, which Stephen 
J. Roddy has called “the beauty of a fully feminized knowledge,” defies our 
reading expectations.28 Zhou manipulated traditional writing conventions to 
carve out her own space for literary imagination. Thus the literary utopia of 
women in the domestic sphere emerges as a subtext to the grand historical 
narrative. Zhou’s 1895 rewriting of the patriotic Yue Fei story represents a 
conscious engagement with the state-centered historiographical tradition, but 
                                                               
27 It is worth noticing that Zhou is particularly conscious about class hierarchy. In chapter 39, 
she compares two maids with Yue Fei’s daughter Wen and judges them to be “secondary 
beauties” 二等美人. In fact, all her female protagonists are established as women from 
upper-class families. 
28 Stephen J. Roddy, Literati Identity and Its Fictional Representations in Late Imperial China, 
196–97. 
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from a woman’s perspective. 

National Readings of JZZ in Shifting Historical Contexts 

By 1860, when Zhou Yingfang and her family were living in southwest Guizhou, 
the once glorious Qing Empire and traditional Chinese world order appeared to 
be unraveling in the face of mass uprisings and foreign invasions. During the 
decade that witnessed the Taiping uprising and other forms of social turbulence, 
war disrupted daily life in Zhou’s hometown, the Jiangnan region, once known 
for its wealth and intellectual brilliance.29 Like many other Jiangnan literati 
families, Zhou’s family suffered grief, loss, and horrific property damage. After 
the Taiping Rebellion, the surviving literati elite made a great effort to rebuild 
local communities and restore their cultural glory. For instance, Zhou’s 
brother-in-law, Yan Chen, was devoted to compiling local gazetteers and 
established the Academy of Aspirations 立志书院 in Tongxiang. Hence, in 
addition to Zhou’s individual education and her interest in history, we should 
understand JZZ in the context of both her personal trauma and the broader 
national situation. I read Zhou’s rewriting of the Yue Fei story as not merely a 
work of patriotic nostalgic, but as an active call for talented individuals to come 
together to restore national order, with a particular interest in women’s education. 
By transforming the story of Yue Fei from a narrative about karma (as seen in 
Shuo Yue) into a celebration of heroism and womanhood, Zhou, a gentry woman, 
aimed to bring about “public justice” and to restore the elite’s traditional role as 
cultural leaders. She intentionally tones down Yue’s absolute loyalty to the 
emperor and highlights his gentle appearance, moral integrity, and literary gifts, 
as well as his extraordinary administrative abilities. The story of Yue Fei’s death 
doubtlessly reminded her of the family tragedy in 1865. In choosing to write on 
the story of Yue Fei, Zhou emerged into the public arena and repositioned herself 
in the literary hierarchy with her choice of the historic and heroic topic. In 
composing an elegant tanci adaption that raised the level of diction from existing 
oral scripts and vernacular texts, she actively placed herself within the intellectual 
lineage of the cultural elite’s patronage of the vernacular arts. Furthermore, she 
created a new, female-centered narrative to perpetuate that legacy. 

After JZZ was completed, Zhou invited her family members to endorse the 
tanci by composing response poems. Six of these poems were published along 
with the tanci by Shanghai Commercial Press. While most responded to 
contemporary fin-de-siècle anxiety by contributing daogu 悼古 (mourning the past) 

                                                               
29 Historians have observed that the Taiping rebels particularly aimed to destroy the cultural 
traditions of the Jiangnan elites. See Chester J. Cheng, Chinese Sources for the Taiping 
Rebellion, 1850–1864, 3. 
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lyrics, one poem offered a fresh voice. The response of Yan Yeqiu 严也秋, Zhou’s 
female cousin, describes a clear connection between the past and the present:  

 
[Yue Fei’s] outstanding contributions have lasted until today.  
In reading history, what need is there to make indignant comments? 
The need to rectify principles has existed from ancient times to the present. 
We must summon more successors to inherit his loyal spirit. 
英雄功业至今存， 
读史何须作愤论。 
独振臣纲千古事， 
要多后起继忠魂。 
 

Within the family context, the talented woman Yeqiu picks up upon the patriotic 
theme found in JZZ and explicitly demands that history should serve as an 
example for the present. Zhou also expressed the wish that reading and writing 
stories about Yue Fei and his family would help raise historical and political 
awareness among women; she wrote that she strove to “make the name of the 
loyal hero known even to women and children” 要使那妇孺皆知忠烈名(1.1). 

In the years after the publication of JZZ, concepts such as heroism, loyalty, 
and patriotism continued to take on new meanings. Chinese readers in the 20th 
century tended to interpret literary texts in terms of historical events and/or 
contemporary circumstances. Influenced by the pervasive revolutionary trend 
and the emerging anti-Manchu sentiment, around the turn of the 20th century JZZ 
was read as a political allegory conveying nationalist significance, because the 
invading Jurchens were the ancestors of the Qing Manchu rulers. During the 
1930s and 40s, intellectual readers used the image of Yue Fei as a resistor to 
evoke intense anti-Japanese sentiment. Especially in Shanghai and the 
surrounding area, the circulation of images and stories about Yue Fei helped 
mediate people’s anxiety about the war and inspire nationalism. As part of the 
existing corpus of Yue Fei lore, Zhou’s tanci received a great deal of attention 
from the most renowned scholars of the time. I will now examine representative 
commentaries on JZZ from Republican China. Most of them categorized Zhou 
Yingfang as a nationalist writer and used her work as evidence that literature was 
a vehicle for socio-historical reflection. However, I argue that these modern 
commentators and scholars misinterpreted JZZ so as to fit it into a category of 
texts bearing strong political themes of resistance and revolution. These 
nationalist interpretations reduced and even ignored the complex and unique 
literary richness of the text, including its gendered historical fantasies, portrayal 
of family dynamics, and the literary imagination of a domestic utopia. 

Li Shu (1878–1971) was the first commentator to interpret JZZ in terms of 
anti-Manchu sentiment. Li Shu served as an education inspector (tixue 提学) in 
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Guizhou during the last decade of the Qing. Despite his position as a Qing 
official, Li passionately advocated the 1911 anti-Manchu revolution, as 
demonstrated in the preface he wrote for the tanci: 

 
[Madam Zhou] pursued the spirit of Yue Fei. The trees on his tomb were 
inspired and grow no north-facing branches.30 The eternal regrets of the hero 
are hard to pacify. Yet the inheritance of Chinese culture calls for a change of 
dynasty. Please look, which family rules China today? The Republic of China 
is a unified country; war will never happen again. Were General Yue to learn 
of this news in Heaven, he would have no more regrets.  
即追溯精忠心跡，墓木有灵，枝无北向，英雄遗恨，终古难平。然而神器传家，

岂无鼎革？请看今日之域中，竟是谁家之天下？共和一统，永息战争。岳忠武

在天有知，当亦可以释然无憾噫。
31 

 
The preface references pre-revolutionary opposition to Manchu rule and views 

the tanci as anticipating the 1911 revolution. Li thus explicitly situates JZZ 
within the radical ethnic conflict between Manchu and Han that existed leading 
up to the fall of the Qing. His primary concern is to convey the superiority of the 
Han Chinese. Although his understanding of Chinese history was still framed 
within a fluctuating tianxia 天下 dynastic cycle,32 he proudly dated the preface 
to the eighth month in the “first reign year of the Republic of China” (Zhonghua 
minguo yuannian 中华民国元年; that is, the first year after the overthrow of the 
Qing). He portrayed Zhou Yingfang as a writer who used the image of Yue Fei so 
as to “praise great virtues and inspire the people” (biaoyang dajie, jili renxin 表扬

大节，激励人心). Although Li purports to praise the tanci, in reality he simply 
classifies Zhou among the group of anti-Manchu writers without considering the 
many unique features of her work. 

In 1932 JZZ was published by the most influential publishing house at the 
time, Shanghai Commercial Press.33 Earlier that year, on January 29, 1932, 

                                                               
30 The expression of “no north-facing branches” indicates Yue Fei’s loyalty to Gaozong 高宗 
(r. 1127–62), the emperor of the first Southern Song dynasty. 
31 Zhou Yingfang, Jing zhong zhuan tanci, 1.  
32 The Chinese term tianxia, or literary “under heaven,” refers to an ancient cultural concept, 
according to which the entire geographical world belongs to the Chinese emperor, who 
received the Mandate of Heaven to rule. 
33 Shanghai Commercial Press was established in 1897 and was the first publishing house set 
up with foreign capital. The press soon adopted a progressive attitude toward both Chinese and 
Western studies. At the height of the May Fourth Movement, the press was once again quick to 
update its intellectual profile by cultivating close ties to New Culture celebrities. However, its 
commitment to satisfying the ordinary readers and supporting intellectuals remained 
unchanged. For a detailed study of Shanghai Commercial Press, see Florence Chien’s M.A. 
thesis, “The Commercial Press and Modern Chinese Publishing, 1897–1949. ” 



ZHANG Yu 298

Japanese troops marched on Zhabei, and the Japanese air force bombed Shanghai. 
Shanghai Commercial Press was among the targets. The press’ printing 
workshops and machines were entirely destroyed. In the following days, the 
Oriental Library (Dongfang tushuguan 东方图书馆) affiliated with the Press also 
caught fire. Almost all of the library’s collections, including unique copies, rare 
editions, and foreign books, were burned. It was a devastating moment in the 
history of Shanghai Commercial Press. After the Shanghai Incident, Chinese 
intellectuals bitterly resented the Japanese aggression. The theme of nationalism 
and patriotism was accentuated in works published after the incident. The 
Commercial Press also participated actively in publishing books and magazines 
with anti-Japanese themes. Most publications by the Press were marked as “After 
the National Calamity” (guonan hou 国难后) versions on the cover pages. The 
first edition of JZZ was published using this format. It is interesting to note that 
the press never classified JZZ as classical (gudian 古典) literature, as most tanci 
narratives would have been. Following the rallying cry of “after the national 
calamity,” readers were reminded of the contemporary crisis and encouraged to 
read the tanci as part of the anti-Japanese sentiment that was rapidly sweeping 
the nation. The story of Yue Fei, which made China’s past come alive in a vividly 
inspiring way, was especially appealing during this time.34 The legendary tattoo 
reading “return my rivers and mountains” (huan wo heshan 还我河山), which Yue 
Fei supposedly had on his back, was used as propaganda for the Nationalist Party 
during the war period and inspired Chinese soldiers to fight to win back lost 
territory. During this period, intellectuals also strove to establish the story of Yue 
Fei as a model example of “appropriate” popular literature. An examination of 
the ways in which three representative May Fourth scholars approached JZZ 
reveals that their political agenda in promoting the work led them to erase Zhou’s 
identity and voice as an elite woman writer.   

The first scholar, Tan Zhengbi 谭正璧 (1901–91), published the third edition 
of his Zhongguo nüxing wenxue shihua 中国女性文学史话 (The history of 
women’s literature in China) in 1934. In comparison with the first edition (1930), 
Tan added a substantial amount of information on female-authored tanci, some of 

                                                               
34 During the Anti-Japanese war (1937–45), Chinese nationalist sentiment reached its peak. 
Nationalist narratives became the dominant discourse. In a 1941 article on teaching Chinese 
history to high school students, Minister of Education in the Nationalist government Chen Lifu
陈立夫 (1900–2001) outlined two main principles of nationalist education: ethnic supremacy 
(minzu zhishang) and national supremacy (guojia zhishang). Yue Fei had always been a source 
of spiritual sustenance for Chinese people when they faced outside aggressors and, once again, 
his story perfectly fit into a nationalist historiographic discourse. In the same article, Chen 
acclaimed Yue as a national hero (minzu yingxiong) and contrasted him with Wang Jingwei 汪
精卫 (1883–1944), who had collaborated with the Japanese. See Qian Mu, Kangzhan shiqi zhi 
lishi jiaoyu, 2. 
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which he collected from antique bookstores in Shanghai at high prices. In his 
preface, Tan criticized previous scholarship on the history of women’s literature 
in China, stating that these works were limited by old-fashioned literary 
standards that canonized poetry and discriminated against fiction and opera. Tan 
claimed that his criteria for evaluating literary works were based on the 
“literature of the era” (shidai wenxue). A chapter entitled “Popular Fiction and 
Tanci” 通俗小说与弹词 is comprised of his appraisals of various tanci works. In 
contrast to other Republican scholars, Tan’s reviews emphasized literary 
technique, as opposed to historical and political content. For example, he spoke 
unusually highly of Zheng Zhenhua’s Meng ying yuan, regarding it as an 
outstanding work.35 Dissatisfied with the fact that tanci was no longer an elite 
art, he was critical of what he considered the shallow plots and low tastes that 
were characteristic Chinese leisure literature, which he believed prevented 
modern readers from understanding the aesthetics of tanci lyrics. 

No doubt based on his high appraisal of Zheng Zhenhua, Tan admired her 
daughter Zhou Yingfang’s tanci JZZ. Tan even claimed that the mother somehow 
influenced her daughter’s decision to write about Yue Fei.36 He was unreserved 
in his acknowledgement of Zhou Yingfang’s artistic skills. But, more crucially, 
he emphasized that, while most tanci were primarily scholar-beauty stories, Zhou 
was the only woman tanci author who selected such a solemn and stirring topic. 
To Tan, Zhou’s choice in subject matter was the distinguishing feature of JZZ, 
which would make this text an immortal piece. Yet Tan reiterated previous 
interpretations of Zhou’s motivation to write about Yue Fei—that she was 
encouraged by popular nationalist sentiments sweeping through China during the 
late 19th century. Essentially, Tan’s admiration for JZZ still fell into the 
conventional discourse, according to which literature should serve a political 
purpose. He also examined Lin Shu’s preface and claimed explicitly that JZZ 
foretold the end of the Qing dynasty. Regrettably, Tan neglected the prominent 
role played by female characters and the “inner” sphere in Zhou’s work. He did 
notice her elaboration on the character of Yue Fei’s daughter, but underestimated 
this character’s importance, merely regarding her as an exemplary representative 
of traditional feminine virtues, who identified herself with her heroic father. In 
this respect, he completely misinterpreted Zhou’s authorial intentions. Her effort 
to articulate the concerns of gentry women was submerged in the flood of 
mainstream May Fourth discourse. 

The second scholar to show interest in JZZ is Zheng Zhenduo 郑振铎 
(1898–1958), one of the most influential intellectuals of 20th century China. 

                                                               
35 Tan Zhengbi, Zhongguo nüxing wenxue shihua, 443. 
36 In chapter 30 of Meng ying yuan, Zheng expresses her strong interest in history, especially 
the story of Yue Fei. 



ZHANG Yu 300

Zheng’s milestone work Zhongguo su wenxue shi 中国俗文学史 (The history of 
popular literature in China, 1938) contributed greatly to the study of tanci. As a 
leading May Fourth scholar, he had a strong preference for texts that dealt with 
themes surrounding patriotism or women’s emancipation. He ignored or even 
harshly criticized women-authored tanci that did not fit into these categories. For 
example, in sharp contrast to Tan Zhengbi’s great appreciation for Meng ying 
yuan’s literary aesthetics, Zheng commented that the work had little value and 
was merely a showy display of the writer’s literary talents.37 However, Zheng 
was attracted to JZZ because of its patriotic topic. In his opinion, Zhou Yingfang 
did not limit herself to boudoir trivia, but rather extended her vision to the 
borders of the empire. The protagonist was not a gentry-woman enjoying a 
fanciful and explorative adventure, but rather was the famous General Yue from 
the cold and bloody historical battlefields. As a result, Zheng approved of the 
work because it accorded with his own May Fourth view of literary values. He 
agreed with some earlier commentaries that JZZ did not descend into the 
flamboyance that characterized other tanci and thus represented a reformed 
version of the genre.38 He even offered some uncharacteristically high praise for 
JZZ: 

 
The author was scrupulous in her writing and wrote in a lively style. 
Compared with other ordinary tanci, this work strikes a distinguished note.  

作者的文笔很谨严，有时也很动人。在一般的弹词里，这一部确是弹出一个别

调的。
39 

 
The third scholar, Zhao Jingshen 赵景深 (1902–85), first became famous as 

the translator of Hans Christian Andersen. Influenced by his May Fourth peers, 
especially Lu Xun and Zheng Zhenduo, Zhao advocated the “new literature” and 
joined the famous Literary Research Association (Wenxue yanjiu hui 文学研究会). 
Later he enjoyed a distinguished reputation as a scholar of Chinese opera and 
folk literature. In the late 1930s, Zhao selected a chapter from JZZ for inclusion 
in his Tanci xuan 弹词选 (A selection of plucking rhythms), which was published 
by the Commercial Press as a middle school textbook in 1938 and reprinted in 
1947. According to Zhao’s account, tanci is supposed to serve a socio-political 
function beyond merely providing entertainment. Zhao’s anthology, the very first 
volume of a series entitled “A New Library For Middle School” (Xin zhongxue 
wenku 新中学文库), in the section “Supplementary Readings for Middle School 

                                                               
37 Zheng Zhenduo, Zhongguo su wenxue shi, 540. 
38 See the preface for Yu xuancao tanci 娱萱草弹词 by Zuoyue chuisheng lou zhuren 坐月吹

笙楼主人, in Judaoren 橘道人, Yu xuancao tanci (prefaced 1894). 
39 Zheng Zhenduo, Zhongguo su wen xue shi, 381. 
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Chinese” (Zhongxue guowen buchong duben 中学国文补充读本), was intended to 
provide nationalist education for middle school students. Because of the intended 
educational function of the volume, Zhao took great care in selecting tanci texts 
for inclusion. The volume was published during a difficult time in China, when 
hundreds of thousands Chinese civilians were being killed by Japanese troops 
and Chinese soldiers were shedding their blood on the frontline fighting the 
Japanese invasion. Zhao aimed not only to provide literary education, but also to 
instill in the students nationalist and patriotic inspiration. He illustrated two 
reasons why JZZ was crucial: From a literary perspective, the tanci was affiliated 
with another storytelling script about Yue Fei, Shi’er jinqian 十二金钱 (Twelve 
gold coins). Through comparing the two texts, students would be able to 
comprehend and appreciate the differences between the two genres: the literary 
tanci and the performance art—in other words, between elite writing and mass 
literature. But more importantly, the juxtaposition would “inspire nationalist 
spirit in middle school students.”40 Zhao’s discussion of JZZ did not attempt to 
examine the original context in which Zhou wrote or to treat the text as a work 
written by a woman author. In fact, Zhao’s selection of JZZ was based on the 
May Fourth intellectual interest in promoting literature for the masses and 
literature that reflected reality.  

Zhao further explained that he chose JZZ and another tanci about the Boxer 
Rebellion, Gengzi guobian tanci庚子国变弹词 (Tanci on the national crisis in the 
year of Gengzi, 1902), because he believed that they were based on true history. 
Both texts were thus appropriate for student readers. Gengzi guobian tanci 
described a war that had taken place thirty years earlier and revealed China’s 
weakness when confronting the Western powers at the turn of the twentieth 
century. Similarly, JZZ worked as a metaphor to inspire readers’ patriotism by 
evoking a moment of national crisis. The Han Chinese resistance against the 
Jurchens was once again taken to refer to the Anti-Japanese conflicts and invoked 
to encourage youth to fight against the invaders.  

In addition, in a short article entitled “The War of Resistance and Tanci” 
(Kangzhan yu tanci 抗战与弹词) published in the Shanghai-based newspaper 
National Salvation Daily (Jiuwang ribao 救亡日报) in 1938, Zhao addressed the 
contemporary effort to compose new tanci stories to serve as anti-Japanese 
propaganda. He particularly highlighted JZZ and suggested that it should be 
adapted for performance because its portrait of the patriotic hero Yue Fei would 
provide a perfect model of resistance.41 Zhao argued that JZZ was especially 
well-suited to audience members accustomed to traditional performance styles 
and would inspire unity and devotion to the nation. In Chang-tai Hung’s words, 
                                                               
40 Zhao Jingshen, Tanci xuan, 8. 
41 Zhao Jingshen, Quyi congtan, 124–26. 
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Zhao’s article suggested the way in which “the urban culture genre [could be] 
refashioned into a political tool.”42  

However, the nationalist rhetoric that would interpret JZZ according to 
discourses of anti-imperialism and resistance requires critical rethinking. To 
some extent, the nationalist reading suggests a lack of intellectual independence 
in Republican-era China. As indicated by the writings of Zheng Zhenduo and 
Zhao Jingshen, the single-minded focus on JZZ’s patriotic theme reflects a 
defining feature of the male-oriented nationalism that emerged in China during 
the first half of the 20th century. From a literary perspective, when evaluating JZZ, 
these leading intellectuals were interested only in potential political allegories 
and rejected any sign of alternative aesthetics. Meanwhile, they extracted the 
glorious image of Yue Fei from the text to present an anachronistic, restructured 
historical discourse. By imposing the nationalist agenda onto their readings of 
classical literature, this group of intellectuals secured their leadership in the 
chaos. Their misguided interpretation of JZZ also led to the creation of a new, yet 
unrealistic identity for the woman writer Zhou Yingfang. 

It is important to understand why JZZ has been read predominantly as a 
political allegory. Zhou Yingfang did not live to experience the new burdens 
imposed by a hegemonic “nationalist discourse.” Before her work was published 
and circulated freely, her voice could hardly reach a wide range of audience. The 
Qing’s defeat in the first Sino-Japanese War (1894–95) brought about complex, 
traumatic, and humiliating consequences for the Chinese people. This situation 
allowed an opportunity for male intellectuals to construct a misleading narrative 
about Chinese women and blame women as the source of China’s weakness. 
Since the late 19th century, even educated women had been denied any cultural 
identity. As Hu Ying has argued, during the late Qing period, the denial of 
talented women served the political agenda of male intellectuals who hoped to 
separate China’s past from the present and to create a modern (masculine) nation 
by disavowing women’s achievements in classical learning and the power of 
their writings.43 Soon after Zhou’s death, the “traditional” talented women of her 
generation became a symbol for an outdated and stigmatized China. Both late 
Qing male reformers and May Fourth male intellectuals unfairly portrayed 
Chinese women as an unproductive and disgraceful group, symbolizing nothing 
but China’s backwardness. However, the existence of talented women such as 
Zhou during the late imperial period actually paved the way for the rise of 
women writers in the modern period. 

                                                               
42 Chang-tai Huang, War and Popular Culture: Resistance in Modern China, 1937–1945, 12. 
43 Ying Hu, Tales of Translation: Composing the New Woman in China, 1899–1918, 1–18.  
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Conclusion 

This study has examined the late 19th century woman writer Zhou Yingfang 
and her tanci narrative JZZ as an alternative form of historical writing. The 
paper has argued that Zhou challenged gender boundaries by addressing 
historical and political themes in her own way. Because JZZ drew upon the 
earlier tradition of Yue Fei narratives, scholars tended to read the tanci in 
terms of a masculine construction of China’s identity. However, Zhou as a 
writing woman, or, as she called herself, a “lyricist (ci ren 词人),” was 
determined to emerge into the public space and reposition herself in the 
literary hierarchy. She allied herself with orthodox historical narratives and 
social values, but used her depiction of domestic scenes to question the 
dominant discourse. By using the unique genre of tanci, she sought to appeal 
to a wider audience, especially women and children, and to raise their 
awareness of historical and political discourses during a time of political 
disorder. Zhou’s new version of the Yue Fei story foreshadows a sense of 
anxiety and crisis, which would emerge in the following years: the abortive 
“Hundred Days’ Reform” of 1898, the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, the fall of 
Qing in 1911, and so on. In a sense, political chaos created space for female 
agency, both in literature and in real life. At the turn of the 20th century, Zhou 
not only provides a self-reflexive moment in JZZ, but also a lens through 
which to access an alternative interpretation of interrelated issues surrounding 
gender, historiography, tradition, and modernity. Zhou’s rendition of the Yue 
Fei legend balances descriptions of the general’s heroic public aspirations with 
depictions of his private family life. She thus attaches great importance to 
women’s roles. By recognizing Zhou Yingfang’s identity as a late 19th century 
gentry woman writer, we can gain a deeper understanding of the ways in 
which gentry women writers challenged reductive late Qing and May Fourth 
discourses that portrayed Chinese women as a group of silent and oppressed 
figures with bound feet.  

The genre that Zhou chose, the seemingly traditional and marginal tanci, 
appropriated the emerging “new” and “modern.” In contrast to the figure of the 
independent “New Woman” that emerged two decades later and truly stepped 
into the national public arena, Zhou, a talented woman from a gentry family, 
might not have been politically active, but, through her writing, she was 
intellectually engaged in an exploration of public affairs from a woman’s 
perspective. Together with her women characters in the tanci, she foreshadowed 
the appearance of a new female subjectivity that began to emerge in the 
following decade as more women authors articulated a variety of themes and 
concerns. Immediately after Zhou, more women writers employed tanci to 
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explicitly express their anxiety about personal and national crises.44 We hear her 
voice in the rewriting of history at the dawn of an unfolding modern China.  
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