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Abstract This essay studies a tanci work, A Histoire of Heroic Women and
Men (1905), as a case which reflects the intersecting themes of crossdressing,
gender representation and the literary form of tanci. Written tanci, appropriated
and redeveloped by educated women to tell stories of female crossdressers,
scholars, and military leaders, offers a meaningful intervention in the dominant
social and cultural discourses of womanhood in late imperial China. In the
fictional realm, women’s acts of crossdressing transcend the Confucian
ideological prescriptions of feminine identity, displaying their heroic efforts to
pursue autonomy in a patriarchal culture. This essay will analyze how these
examples of crossdressing interact with and modify current critical accounts of
gender and sexuality. 4 Histoire, in particular, holds a place of prominence in late
imperial Chinese literature because of its revelation of the troubled relationship
between gender construction, narrative agency, and women’s identity. The text
manifestly destabilizes conventional attitudes toward gendered identity, yet
simultaneously exposes the social and practical challenges of such temporary and
often imagined transgressions, which are exercised by incarcerating the feminine
and borrowing the male subjective position through transvestite performance.

Keywords Tanci, crossdressing, identity, self-empowerment, gendered agency,
authorship

Introduction

Because of my pity for the imperiled and the weak in the world, I depict the
hearts of heroic and valiant women in the inner chambers. Even though I
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cannot dispel the conventions of filial piety, faith, loyalty and chastity, these
events of sadness and joy, departure and reunion, still have extraordinary
meanings.
et B, Sl FCLiERE, BRES R ats.

—A Histoire of Heroic Women and Men, 5: 28, 59.!

These passionate lines are authorial insertions in a rare tanci #id, Xianii
qunying shi 4 #E5E8 (A histoire of heroic women and men, 1905, hereafter 4
Histoire), which was written jointly by three sisters Yonglan ¥k=, Youmei A1
and Shuzhu 7. This fanci (a late imperial® form of written verse largely
composed for women readers) depicts crossdressed women as erudite scholars
and heroic warriors who uphold the good, punish the evil, and save the country
fearlessly at moments of national crisis. The crossdressers’ stories reveal the
important theme of gender and the nation, providing a counter-discursive
interpretation vis-a-vis the male-centered nation-state discourses of Confucian
society. A Histoire, specifically, stands out in the way that it addresses and
foretells issues about women’s agency and empowerment, two profoundly
significant themes to contemporary audiences. The text’s depiction of crossdressed
women represents a case of legacy writing in tanci works and provides a source
of empowerment and liberation for historical and contemporary readers alike.
Simultaneously, the subversion of the gender hierarchy in A Histoire presents a
relatively optimistic vision when it comes to imagining possibilities for women’s
sexual, social, and political freedom.

Readers may wonder how crossdressing, as a narrative element, came to be the
carrier for these acts of progressive imagination. In pre-twentieth century China,
numerous works portrayed a male protagonist embarking on a journey towards
happiness and fulfillment. Women fanci authors took up this narrative type,
appropriating it and recasting the protagonists as women who leave the inner
quarters and travel while crossdressed as men. These unconventional heroines
generally crossdress to escape from imposed marriage and to explore an
alternative social identity outside the domestic sphere. In the fictional space,
authors of tanci depicted women’s crossdressing as a progressive practice
verging on a challenge to the ideal of women’s submissiveness as described in
the classics and ritual texts, as well as in the Confucian social philosophy of
stable gender roles. Writing tanci, therefore, was itself an adventurous act for late

" All quoted passages in this essay, unless otherwise stated, are translated by the author. The
use of the current text is at the courtesy of Fudan University Library, Shanghai. According to
the current scholarship on fanci, this text at Fudan University Library is also the only available
copy of the text.

2 In China’s history, the late imperial era refers to the dynasties of Ming (1368—1644) and
Qing (1644-1911).
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imperial women authors, whose literary practices were under strict social
regulation in the patriarchal society. They sallied forth with their heroic
protagonists, as it were, and in so doing invited readers to envision a life of
autonomy and freedom outside the domestic space.

Progressive impulses toward freedom and agency are well portrayed in 4
Histoire. The text includes successive chapters composed by the three sisters in
turn, telling the story of a group of erudite women in Zhejiang province who
crossdress as men and explore adventurous lives outside the inner quarters. Little
evidence is available about the historical audience of 4 Histoire, as is often the
case with women’s fanci works. Currently, the only available biographical
information about the authors’ lives comes from their brother’s preface to the
work and from a preface written by the husband of one of the authors. However,
since the writers have all used pseudonyms, the authorship of the work cannot be
verified in historical records or local chronicles. Unlike some crossdressed
heroines in earlier tanci, most crossdressers in A Histoire do not revert to their
feminine identity, but continue to conduct their lives as men’s social equals. In
their private lives, crossdressed women manage to marry other women and are
sometimes married to more than one wife. Their former male fiancés are depicted
as “male widows” who wait for the crossdressers’ return in vain. The authors’
unconventional rendering of gender roles suggests that crossdressed women of
the time might have enjoyed more social tolerance and have enjoyed certain
freedom to exercise their social and political power.

Tolerance and freedom are not without their complications, however.
Throughout the text, countless scenes demonstrate crossdressers’ strategic
renegotiation, circumvention and transformation of conventional conceptions of
femininity. One of the protagonists, Qing Shunxin PiZ, is abducted as a child
on the evening of the Lantern festival and is saved and adopted by a high-ranking
official. She then changes her name to Qin Ling %% and becomes the first on
the list of those passing the highest level of the Imperial Examinations. When,
still dressed as a man, she reencounters her fiancé, Lin Mengyun #% =, she
refuses to reveal her true identity. Another female protagonist, Pang Yulong JE&
JE, begins crossdressing at birth with her mother’s assistance to gain the right to
her patrimony. Eventually she is married to a female friend who consents to her
scheme of mock marriage. Likewise, another female protagonist, Su Zixiu #T
75, has enjoyed dressing herself in male attire since childhood. After a family
crisis, she is separated from her parents and adopted by a well-off family. To
conceal her identity, Su Zixiu disguises herself as a man and, when she re-meets
her fiancé, denies her femininity. An exceptional case is the crossdresser Mu
Hualong &4t i, who marries a female relative. Mu’s fiancé Zheng Hua #§4g,
yearning to disclose Mu’s identity, crossdresses himself as a woman and marries
Mu as “his” concubine. On the wedding night, Zheng Hua confronts Mu and
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succeeds in disclosing Mu’s true identity. The other female crossdressers in the
story, however, do not suffer the exposure of their identity, but marry one or even
two wives, and become national heroes who rescue the country from subversion
and rebellion. Like the earlier tanci work Zaishengyuan T4 (Destiny of
rebirth, 1784), A Histoire is open-ended. In the last extant chapter, the author
Youmei, after describing a major military victory of the crossdressed General Su
Zixiu, suggests that she cannot pass along the work to her eldest sister Yonglan,
who is departing on a long journey to celebrate the birthday of their great-aunt.
The story breaks off at this moment, and no continuing chapters of the work have
been discovered.

Written Tanci: Educated Women'’s Literary Innovation

As a multifaceted narrative form, fanci includes both songs delivered by
professional singers, and written verse composed for reading. Its name—tanci, or
“plucking rhymes”—refers to a form of singing accompanied by instrumental
music that has been popular in Southern China for centuries.” The long tradition
of textualized, or written, tanci xiaoshuo is an important but infrequently studied
literary innovation of late imperial women. Tanci works, written mostly by
upper-class women authors, cover a historical span from the seventeenth century
to the early twentieth century. They were composed in a form that is very close to
the traditional vernacular novel, or zhanghui xiaoshuo (% [1l/)i, linked
narrative). The structure of these works consists of multiple zhang or juan
(volumes) and their subordinate Aui (chapters). The title of each chapter is a
rhymed poetic couplet that summarizes the chapter’s plot or events. The texts
were largely composed in rhymed, seven-character lines. This poetic structure,
however, is recurrently interspersed with dramatic dialogue, passages of straight
narration, poems, and even verse riddles. Illustrated editions of fanci works in the
first half of the nineteenth century include woodblock illustrations representing

* Although medieval oral traditions could have been sources of inspiration for Ming and Qing
tanci writers, it might be fallacious to claim that fanci took its origin directly from these earlier
oral traditions. The tanci form still awaits the rigorous examination of origins that huaben i
A (vernacular story), for instance, has received. For a long time Auaben was attributed to the
oral story telling tradition and dated to the Song dynasty, but did not fully emerge until the
Ming dynasty. Patrick Hanan argues that although Auaben texts bear an obvious relationship to
professional oral fiction as described in Song and Yuan works, this fact cannot help to date the
origin of huaben, unless there are evidences that they were compositional, or written for oral
delivery. Hanan, 1981, 28. Japanese scholar Masuda Wataru suggests that the usages of huaben
in ancient documents mean no more than “story” and do not designate particular literary genre.
Masuda, 1965, 22-33. On the scholarly development that has done much to improve current
understanding of the historical sources of huaben also see Hu Shiying, 1980, 30; and Wang
Qinghua, 2006, 46.
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the characters and scenes in the works.”

For the most part, the authors of written tanci were upper-class women who
were heirs to an extensive family education in poetry, history, and classic
literature, and had a targeted group of female readers in the inner chambers
where fanci narratives were composed, read, and circulated. As Chen Duansheng,
the author of Destiny of Rebirth puts it, “Reluctant to give my writings to the
uncultured to read, I simply offer this preserved work as a gift for my friends in
the inner chambers.”” She indicates that her work had been circulated in
Zhejiang province and was “frequently appreciated by readers in the boudoir.”®
Some tanci authors expressed their wish to expand their readership to lower-class
women. The linguistically accessible and mobile nature of the genre made tanci
an ideal choice for women writers, in comparison with other relatively
male-dominated genres such as poetry, drama, and fiction.

Despite their courageous explorations of women’s roles outside the inner
chambers, a large number of fanci authors claimed that they wrote to entertain
female friends and family members within the inner chambers or to promote
people’s moral integrity. Many writers emphasized their aptitude in womanly
duties more than their literary competence. Even the adventurous Chen
Duansheng states in Destiny of Rebirth that her book is about loyalty and filial
relations. The disjunction between the moralistic tone of such authorial
statements and the progressive potentials of these texts reveals women authors’
anxiety about censorship in publication as well as their prudence in defining their
literary competence within the social strictures of women’s literary activity.

The authorial statements in fanci, often distinctively feminine, have provoked
scholarly discussions on gender identification and women’s authorship as
reflected in written tanci works. Ellen Widmer, comparing the tanci genre and
vernacular fiction,” suggests that fanci displays a kind of “feminine authority,”
for tanci “arises in the wake of conduct books for women, addresses readers from

* The first half of the nineteenth century includes the Jiaging 3P and Daoguang iJ¢ reign
periods of the Qing dynasty. Sheng Zhimei suggests that due to the steady economic
development and common people’s increasing interest in reading fiction and drama works,
there was a rising demand for tanci works in the book market of the time. The audience for
tanci at this time, however, was mostly ordinary people rather than intellectuals. Sheng, 2008,
74.

S ARBATTIZARIR, Hel ARSI B 3: 9, 250. The citation format used in this essay follows the
sequence of juan (volume), hui (chapter), and ye (page). The citation above 3: 9, 250, for
instance, refers to 3 juan, 9 hui, 250 ye.

O pEAE A BT, 17: 65, 1085.

7 Widmer offers an extensive discussion of tanci xiaoshuo and its connection with the
vernacular tradition, by studying tanci writers including Hou Zhi {2 (1764-1830), Chen
Duansheng Fiid: (1751-1796), and Liang Desheng #3243 (1771-1847) in the historical
frame of women’ writing in the nineteenth century. See Widmer, 2006.
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a feminine point of view and grapples with questions of how women should
behave.” Widmer’s study invites an assessment of women’s authorship and the
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion in their writings. Tanci works contain
copious laments by narrators on the plight of talented women, speaking on behalf
of the writers.” This textual feature invites questions about how fanci texts
reproduce, resist, or remodel representations of gender in prevailing intellectual,
political, and cultural discourses of the time."’

In contradistinction to Widmer’s study of fanci as fictional narratives, critic Hu
Siao-chen considers fanci as a “feminine” form of poetic expression.” Hu
suggests that literary tanci should be viewed in light of écriture féminine, a form
of resistance against dominant masculine writings. Like Hu, Toyoko Yoshida
Chen suggests that tanci authors appropriated the genre to challenge the
Confucian orthodox ideal of womanhood, although they could not fully expose
the inherent contradictions of the dominant social moral system due to their
socialization in the prescribed gender roles.

Criticisms by Widmer, Hu and Chen draw attention to the development of
female consciousness in fanci by prominent women writers of the late imperial
period, recalling women’s self-fashioning and representation in other genres,
including poetry, fiction and drama.'> When it comes to self-fashioning, one of
the most provocative characteristics of the tanci genre is undoubtedly
crossdressing. Siu Leung Li, in Crossdressing in Chinese Opera, suggests that in

¥ In Widmer and Chang, 1997, 286. In Chinese literary history, xiaoshuo functioned as the
“other” definition of the legitimate history (the sii ') and was treated as the opposite of
canonical writings, particularly classical poetry. Luo Fu %% holds that xiaoshuo is the
opposite of dayan K, or “big talk,” and focuses on small, inconsequential topics. It will not
cover important topics such as “heavenly classics or earthly meanings,” nor does it involve the
ornate language or breadth of vision in the historical writings by Sima Qian and Ban Gu.
Instead, “Its content covers the details of familial ways of behaving as parents or children,
daily life such as food and drinks, and social occasions of exchanging visits. Hence this genre
is called xiao (small). Its language comes from small, leisurely talks about men and women in
local areas. Hence it is called shuo (talk).” Luo Fu, 1987, 3.

° Widmer’s understanding of fanci as part of the vernacular fiction tradition resonates with the
criticisms of Destiny of Rebirth by Chen Yinque (1890-1969). Chen suggests that since
Destiny of Rebirth, composed mainly of verse interspersed with prose passages, was meant to
be read as a literary work, it should be viewed not as poetry or a performed script, but as a
novel with a sophisticated and systematic structure.

19 For a discussion of tanci writers’ self-definition within the male-dominated literary tradition,
see Bao, 2002, 73.

"' Hu Siao-chen, 1994, 2.

2 At least one more genre could be brought into the conversation: suicide notes. Grace S.
Fong offers a comprehensive study of the representation of feminine consciousness in
women’s suicide poems in Ming and Qing. Fong suggests that women’s self-inscription in
these poems and their autobiographical prefaces demonstrates an important form of female
agency. Fong, 2001, 105-42.
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narratives of crossdressed woman warriors, “the representation of the woman
shows several tension points where a complex negotiation between the
empowered and empowering woman and an oppressive but posed-and-masked-
as-natural male narrative is subtly played out.”"® In the universe of male writing,
Li suggests that the crossdresser’s “subversiveness is continuously suppressed
and rendered as a stereotype.”'* Li’s criticism reveals the paramount relation
between the progressive initiatives of crossdressing and the representation of it in
a particular discursive practice: in writings by literati authors, Mulan for instance
is not so much a woman as a substitute for a man, a filial son and loyal servant of
the Emperor. Things are quite different in tanci. In Destiny of Rebirth, the
protagonist Meng Lijun crossdresses to flee from a marriage imposed by her
family and thus denies her obligations to her family and fiancé. It is for her own
sake that Lijun changes her dress and travels the world as a man. The plot is
principally driven by the crossdresser’s desire to pursue a life in which she is
equal to a man, which she can do only by “becoming” a man socially. 7anci, by
formulating a tradition of women’s writing distanced from the world of male
writers, allowed the vital manifestation of the transformative potentiality in
women’s crossdressing.

Authorial Background and Prefaces

The text of A Histoire embeds the story of Qin Ling in a conversation between
two Daoist hermits. From the conversation, the reader learns that one of the
hermits once had a vision of the heavenly palace where rows of heavenly maids
were paying tribute to Xi Wangmu 74 £}, the Queen Mother of the West. Then
the hermit saw the Queen Mother of the West giving out a command, and soon
all the female deities had changed into male attire and were bowing to the Queen
to thank her for her bounteousness. Several of these crossdressed deities
descended to earth alongside rows of children holding gilded tablets. A few lines
of writing on the tablets go as follows:

Three times [she] will rank high in the Imperial Exam, and then she will
exterminate the bandits at the frontier. Rescuing people from danger and
poverty, [she] frequently practices good deeds. A female hero shall take the
task of saving the nation. Exceptional men and valiant women are bonded with
faith and chastity.

1 Siu Leung Li, 2003, 87.
4 Tbid.
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These inscriptions on the tablets are written in jie {& (gatha, a Buddhist verse),
and they carry clues about the stories of the heroic women soon to be depicted,
such as their passing the Civil Examinations, exterminating the invading bandits,
saving people from danger and poverty, and fulfilling certain missions for the
country. The Queen Mother of the West, in Chinese mythology, is one of the
most important goddesses of the Daoist pantheon, a supreme matriarch who
governs the other female deities and resides on the sacred Kunlun E &
Mountain. Told through the hermit’s point of view, the story presents the female
deities who crossdress and descend to the Red Dust to affirm the good and rescue
people from peril and poverty.

The text of A Histoire is composed of 10 juan for a total of 40 hui, 802 ye.
Written in the late nineteenth century and published in 1905, 4 Histoire perhaps
is addressed to a historical audience rather receptive to protofeminist writings. It
was in the year 1905 that the feminist writer and social activist Qiu Jin returned
to Beijing after receiving education in Japan and devoted herself to revolutionary
activities against the late Qing government. Numerous literary works of this time
display a distinctive progressive tendency, urging women to step out of the inner
compounds and take an active role in social affairs.'® At the same time, male
intellectuals, editors, and book publishers played an important role in editing and
distributing protofeminist writings.

The title page of the tanci shows that A Histoire was written by three
anonymous sisters who adopted the pen names of Yonglan, Youmei and Shuzhu,
who identified themselves as Xiangzhou niishi #i/ 4 5 (female scholars from
Xiangzhou). The mention of Xiangzhou /il suggests that these authors were
from the Changsha ¥} area. One of the prefaces to the book was composed by
a man with the literary name of Xin’An (&, the husband of Yonglan. The
second preface was composed by the three women’s youngest brother, whose pen
name is Mengjii #%j. Mengjii was also the editor of this work. The two prefaces
reveal to contemporary readers that the four siblings were named after mei

VA

(plum), lan = (orchid), zhu 17 (bamboo), and jii 2§ (chrysanthemum), four

B4

'S For example, in 1905, the famous writer Liu Yazi #1%-7 (1887—1958) published an essay
“Lun niijie zhi qiantu” &4 52 fii& (On the future of the women’s realm, 1905), in which he
proposes, “We should not just imagine a women’s world of virtuous mothers and gentle wives,
but should rather envision a women’s world of heroes and leaders. We should welcome and
applaud the women’s world, rather than denouncing and forsaking it” (L3 DL 32 R RFE L0,
AL SN R LS SHUSHE S R 5, AWML L 5. Liu, 1905, 57). The
publication of this essay was the prelude to a series of progressive activities among women in
early twentieth century China.
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images in nature frequently evoked in traditional Chinese poetry, and in general
representing moral qualities of fortitude, grace, uprightness, and purity.

Because none of the authors revealed his or her real name, it is difficult to
trace their biographical information beyond what was indicated in the two
prefaces.'” In his preface, Xin’An, the husband of Yonglan, offers a political
reading of the tanci, emphasizing the association between tanci and women’s
self-empowerment in the early twentieth century. He suggests, “[ A woman in the
boudoir] might have wished to travel throughout the five continents and achieve
fame that lasts for generations! Such desire would be a specificity of women’s
rights. This book is born with a similar ambition.”"® Xin’An further claims that
the purpose of the book is “to stir and to rouse a new social inspiration” among
both male and female readers.”” However, his choice of what to emphasize and
what to play down are authorial decisions with significant ramifications. The
“woman” represented in the editor’s vision changes from “my” (the narrator’s)
gendered, hierarchized “other” into “my” equal, or a political mirror image of the
male narrator. The relation between the progressive male intellectual and the
three anonymous women authors is an example of the cultural phenomenon that
took place in turn-of-the-century China, in which male writers began to project
gendered imaginations onto women. Xin’An’s reading of the fanci, on the other
hand, seems anachronistic. In contrast to other protofeminist tanci of the early
twentieth century, such as Jingwei shi ¥ 1141 (Pebbles of the Jingwei Bird,
1905) and Faguo niiyingxiong tanci % E 29k (Tale of a French woman
hero, 1905), A Histoire displays strong continuity with antecedent tanci works in
that it emphasizes gender masquerade and crossdressing performance.”* For
contemporary readers, the discrepancy between the progressive husband’s
preface and the women’s text indicates that this zanci was published as an
embedded narrative, for the main story is presented second-hand via an enclosing
frame, the husband’s preface. Although the book was published in 1905, just as
China was on the threshold of modernity, the texts must have been composed
much earlier, considering the remarkable length of the project and the assiduous
process of writing as revealed by the authorial comments in the opening and
closing sections.

The incongruity between the preface by Xin’An and the content of the work
perhaps indicates that the publication of 4 Histoire was targeted at progressive
audiences of the time, although this cannot be proven, due to the scarcity of

"7 Bao, 2002, 295.
]Z RAEE WS, BRI e, AU h 2R . BOLER, HTRBRZ. 10, 1.
1
1:1, 1.
2 For a detailed study of fanci and women’s cultural sentiment at the turn of the century, see
Hu Siao-chen, 2000, 89—128.
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contextual information about this fanci.*' In comparison with Xin’An’s work,
another preface to the fanci written by the authors’ brother Mengjii provides
more detailed biographical information about the authors and claims that the
tanci would find its value when popularized among women in all corners of the
world. He comments,

The writing was originally made to be enjoyed by women at home in their
rooms, or offered as entertainment for parents. Yet a gentleman now submits
the writing for publication, so that all the sisters under heaven can share the
pleasure in reading it. All the parents on earth can share this work and be
entertained. Evoking sympathy, admiration, fellow-feeling, or appreciation in
readers, this work will bring reward to my three sisters.*

JR Bt bR 2 KR, RS R, R AR, RN N2 gk, SEUL
PR, REANZZN, RImess. A&, A5E, A, A3#F,
JEAT LS

The value of this fanci, as Xin’An puts it, lies in its capacity to evoke
compassion and familial human emotions among its readers. Also, the narrative
form of tanci is at once aesthetically appealing and morally instructive to women.
Xin’An says,

When the writing is disseminated widely in the world and reaches every alley
and every corner, women in the refined chambers will have new songs to chant.
As for the events in ancient records and bamboo scrolls, one may still learn
about them in official histories—but cannot directly experience them. So long,
then, as the writing at hand has been endowed with color and sound, why does
one need to prove with evidence whether it is true or false? If readers absorb
its advocacy of the good and its condemnations of the evil, what need is there
to question whether it is official history or tanci?>

AT W i P AR AL, 2 PR3 FE SR R TN BRI, R SR AT T T AN
O ARERAT AT 7S, a3 B B (RO SR 150, faf o i) 1E S5 3m] .

This quotation emphasizes literary quality (“color and sound”) and didacticism
(“good and evil”) as a means to legitimize fanci. Simultaneously, Xin’An’s
comparison of “official histories” with fanci that recount historical events is

2! Importantly, during this time in China, many progressive feminist journals were also being
published and circulated, such as Niibao % (Women’s journal, 1907), edited by the feminist
revolutionist Qiu Jin ¥ (1875-1907) and Nii subao “##k (Women’s Jiangsu journal,
1899), edited by Chen Xiefen FiffiZ: (1883—1923). See Hu Wenkai, 1985, 955.

> Tbid.

B 11,2
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reminiscent of similar discussions in Murasaki Shikibu’s Genji Monogatari, or
The Tale of Genyji, a famous eleventh-century Japanese fiction work that explores
the domestic lives of the governing class, as well as themes of love, filial loyalty
and family bonds. The male protagonist Genji, when discussing the difference
between the fictional genre monogatari (tale) and ‘historical writings,”
comments that authors of monogatari use this literary form to portray historical
incidents, with the didactic purpose of endorsing virtue as well as condemning
vice and folly. Both the genres of tanci and monogatari demonstrate a blending
of history and fiction: as in monogatari, the events portrayed by tanci are not
pure fictional inventions, but are literary depictions based on historical incidents
which are garnered in the text and reconfigured by various authorial purposes.*

The phenomenon of women sharing common interest in fanci also underlies
the authors’ process of composing A Histoire. One of the authors reflects on the
scene of the three sisters writing and editing their works together, vividly
depicting writing as part of their everyday activities.

In the inner chambers the sisters have no other distractions; in talking about
composing books we have increased interest. Dividing the lines and locating
the insufficiencies, when it comes to the middle session, the story is as
confused as entangled hemp. Always contemplating polished lines and getting
closer to perfection, we take pains to sift through the words. Debating and
raising laughter, we compete in composing new lines and boast of our own
writings.”

WA, BN BXER. 2H, $IE, fERP I RELR. B
ARKESE, WOl tEYb . Fod A, RmEME, KRS A S

The literary responses among the three sisters are abundant in many of the
chapters’ opening and closing lines, demonstrating the multivocal nature of 4
Histoire. In one chapter, the eldest sister discloses a nostalgic feeling for the
years before her marriage. Her affective bond with her sisters as both siblings
and fellow authors can be traced in the following lines: “My intelligent and
talented sisters have finished their works, I am ashamed of my shallow
knowledge, and my difficulties in finding good lines.”*® The literary exchange
among the three sisters, as the authorial insertions reveal, develops a form of
dialogic relations between the authorial positions, which could be traced to the
tradition of late imperial women’s poetry exchange. For women writers, poetic
dialogues and literary exchanges offer an opportunity to experiment with

24 Shikibu, 1936, 501-2.
% 10: 40, 56.
2 pRIRECA O, M, SRR, 101, 19,
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alternative notions of selfhood and “refute the gender system to which they were
subordinate.”’

In A Histoire, specifically, the autobiographical narrative segments present
details about how the authors produced, edited, and described their work. Each
individual chapter is claimed to have been written by one of the three women and
gestures toward the topic of the next chapter or volume. In comparison with
previous fanci written by a single author with either a real or assumed name, 4
Histoire reveals the process of women writing privately together, revising
versions for publication. Hu Ying points out that the role of the fanci narrator
replicates the role of a historian in “explaining her [the woman character] to the
world”; accordingly, resonance between the female community within the text
and the one outside the text is achieved through the latter’s reading of or listening
to the tanci.®™® A Histoire likewise displays this meaningful exchange of support
and encouragement amongst the three authors as well as between the writers and
the readers. The text questions the proprietary figure of the modern author, as it
includes work by the three anonymous women as well as readerly intervention by
their female friends in the inner chambers. In the closing passage of one chapter,
the narrator confesses, “Those who are hearing the story are eager to hear what
happens afterward. The author herself was even more enchanted than the
audience. Her heart entranced, she seemed to become a book worm. Hurriedly
she took to [a work as difficult as] catching the fireflies.”* While the text resists
established modes or conventions of reading by opening itself to plural
interpretations, it also engages readers as producers of meaning. In a
collaborative text, narratives and memories are threaded together, leaving gaps
and openings for the other authors, the readers, and the editors to continue the
narrative. The text can be read as a compendium of women’s utopian desire for a
communal identity, and its progressive potential rests in this ongoing process of
collaborative writing.

Female Scholars and Mock Marriages

The progressive potential of 4 Histoire is centrally demonstrated in its vivacious
depiction of crossdressed women of outstanding literary and military gifts.
Whereas these crossdressers refuse to revert back to their feminine identity, their

" Yang, 2010, 192. In her doctoral thesis, Yang Haihong offers a valuable analysis of late
imperial women’s poetry exchange as demonstrated in the subgenre of women’s occasional
poetry.

8 Hu Ying, 2000, 153-97.

2w, AR RS, 0, LRTH SRR LDLIR L, B K. 9:36,
89.
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male companions spend years waiting for them in vain. The text’s dramatic
presentation of female scholars and “male widows” challenges the Confucian
moral codes of chastity and feminine virtue, and displays a dynamic
understanding of gender relations in the late imperial social and cultural context.

When another crossdresser, Su Zixiu, is appointed the Prime Minister and
marries two women, her fiancé Wu Musu waits for her return in futility. In the
preface, the editor includes a poem that depicts the scene of Wu Musu offering a
sacrifice for his lost fiancée by the Dongting Lake:

The male phoenix rests while the female travels afar, generating a thousand
casks of regret. Leaving his official position behind, he comes to
commemorate his wife by the Dongting Lake. In vain he composes lines of
laments, for the beloved one already accomplished such achievements and was
appointed an eminent official.*

RIS T RS, e AR Sk o R R b, R Th i U FR

“A thousand casks of regret” suggests a melodramatic expressive code,
emphasizing the overflow of emotions. The crossdresser’s refusal to resume her
feminine identity provokes an excessive emotional response from her fiancé.’'
This scene is reminiscent of the aforementioned Destiny of Rebirth, in which the
crossdressed heroine Meng Lijun, however, repeatedly denies her feminine
identity to postpone the marriage event. Her lovesick fiancé Shaohua laments the
loss of his missing fiancée Lijun day and night, going through the daily routine
of grief rituals like an ordinary woman who suffers the loss of her husband. By
making Shaohua play the role of a constant “spouse,” the text mocks the
Confucian code of women’s chastity with a representation of male
“widowhood.”*

In these scenes, the emotional expression of the male protagonist is endowed
with a melodramatic quality, showing the parody, derision or even inversion of
conventional gender roles. These quasi-theatrical scenes in tanci stage comical
encounters between the crossdresser and her husband and their inverted
relationship. In the text, another riveting case of this kind takes place when a
crossdresser’s fiancé, in order to reveal her identity, crossdresses himself as a

*% Yonglan, 1905, 7.

31 Speaking of film melodrama, Thomas Elsaesser describes an “excess” in the “melos” or
music of melodrama—a “melos” supplemented by extraordinary and often startling effects. In
film, melodrama’s “expressive code” of sound and light is sustained through the “exaggerated
rise-and-fall pattern in human actions and emotional responses,” Elsaesser, 1972, 3.

32 In the text Shaohua has rejected remarriage for three years after Lijun’s disappearance to
keep his faithfulness to his fiancée. There are numerous examples of Shaohua’s passionate
confessions of his loyalty to Lijun, particularly in a number of comical scenes wherein he
confronts the Prime Minister (the crossdressed Lijun) and tests “his” real identity.
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woman and marries her as a concubine.” The narrator comments,

The situation is reversed in comparison with their former engagement. To
prove their relationship, he comes up with a more refined plan. In the flickering
candlelight, their shadows sway; both of them are bashful. Holding up nuptial
wine cups, the two seem equally pensive. Another day in the wedding chamber,
they shall blame each other, for the groom has married another groom.**
FEEE EHE, BN AR IR A0S Js0E, DUES SR . fehhsy
REXUENE, BRI Ll T D5l H AR DT, RS A ISR 2

The representation of gender roles in this passage reveals a melodramatic
confrontation between the crossdressed “husband” and the disguised “wife.”
On their wedding night, the fiancé Zheng Hua confesses to the crossdresser Mu
Hualong: “I see that you are in high spirits for taking a concubine. How regretful!
You have mistaken me for a woman. Have you heard of the ancient story of
Mulan? Today I have inverted the situation and disguised myself as a woman.*
The text reveals a melodramatic scene in which “the groom has married another
groom.”™’ The audience is confronted with a striking case of theatricality, the
challenge of deconstructing the opposition between presence and gendered
representation. The crossdresser Mu Hualong is capable of achieving a
companionate marriage only because of women’s friendship: “It is only because
the sisters have deep friendship, that the disguised couple could joyfully
celebrate a nuptial union.”* The contrast between the disguised husband and the
disguised wife shows yet another transformation of the “mock marriage.” The
irony is returned to the crossdresser herself, who receives the shock when
confronted with a male crossdresser. The text reveals two distinctive cases of
crossgender performance. Mu Hualong represents the idealized androgynous
subject, who in turn represents a union of the handsome scholar and the talented
beauty. The male crossdresser Zheng Hua, who exaggerates the performance
with his “glaring glances” and “eight-inch embroidered shoes,” might be a
parody of the effeminate male characters in Ming Qing fiction who adopt
feminine personae.

The above example of a man crossdressing as a woman is reminiscent of many
examples of temporary transgression and even inversion of gender codes in late
imperial literature. For instance, a comic scene in the famous novel Jinghuayuan

3% Hua, 1998, 622.

3% 7.26, 38.

35 7. 26, 36.
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37 7. 26, 38.
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#ift% (Flowers in the mirror) by Li Ruzhen Z=i4%® (1763-1830) depicts a
utopian Nii’er guo % JLIE (Women’s country) where men dress as women and
are in charge of the household, while women dress as men and manage affairs
outside the inner quarters. An effeminate male protagonist Lin Zhiyang travels
through this country and is captured as a concubine for the Empress. He, viewed
as a beautiful woman, is then forced to dress in women’s clothing and undergo
foot-binding, ear-piercing, and many of the mutilating bodily practices that
ordinary women suffered. The text is a vicarious satire of orthodox gender
representation. The author claims that should his tale appear absurd, it is only
because he hopes to bring the audience amusement. All the same, in the author’s
burlesque depiction of the “Women’s Country,” gendered roles are still carefully
preserved, even when genders of the characters assuming such roles have been
subverted. In the “Women’s Country,” the male protagonist is perceived as a
“woman,” while the female citizens naturally consider themselves as men and
perform masculine roles. Li Ruzhen’s depiction of the “Woman’s Country”
where gender and dress codes are inverted, mediated through the perspective of
the male protagonist, is a scathing satire of social reality through fictional
representation.

If male crossdressing in Jinghuayuan was largely depicted for a satirical
purpose, a similar scenario in the Ming play Nan wanghou 5 TJ5 (The male
queen, sixteenth century) carries stronger implications of gender transgression.
Authored by Wang Jide T3 (1540-1623), the play tells the love story of
Emperor Chen Qian and a man, Han Zigao 1, who crossdresses as a
woman and becomes Emperor Chen’s queen. The princess Yuhua is enchanted by
the new queen’s beautiful appearance, and finds out that the queen is a disguised
man. Determined to marry a handsome man like Han Zigao, the princess
threatens to hang herself if Han does not agree to have an intimate relationship
with her. When the Emperor discovers the Princess’s relationship with his Queen,
he is moved by their love and encourages Han Zigao to marry Princess Yuhua &
4. Zigao, who is viewed as more beautiful in women’s dress, marries the
princess wearing embroidered clothes. The crossdressed Zigao claims, “When [
was the queen I would not reveal my lotus feet; now as the princess’s husband, I
am still wearing the embroidered dress. How difficult it is to distinguish the
disguised from the original, the false from the real.”® As a transvestite, Zigao
engages in feminine masquerade, playing the role of the emperor’s submissive
wife.*” The author, through the role of the King, comments that this event is an

PRI WG, O TR AW . B BAETR IO, Wang Jide, 1958, 28.

% Princess Yuhua, in contrast with Zigao’s performance of femininity, shows a dramatically
masculine trait, urging the crossdressed Zigao to secretly marry her. The play shows the
switched gender codes of the male and female. Zigao’s transvestite performance ridicules
stereotypes of domesticated women conceived from a male perspective. Princess Yuhua,
however, plays the role of the man in proposing marriage to Zigao and even threatens to
commit suicide in front of him.
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unusual tale for the entertainment of later readers. In this text, male crossdressing
involves a direct mockery of gendered stereotypes. As Sophia Volpp suggests,
Zigao’s case presents both male homoeroticism (between Zigao and the emperor)
and “a subplot of female homoeroticism.™' The princess falls in love with Zigao
while he is dressed in feminine attire, and she marries him while he is still in
disguise.

This fascination with male crossdressing in drama recalls the representation of
male homoeroticism in the tanci work Fengshuangfei XX & (Flying phoenixes,
1899), written by a nineteenth century author Cheng Huiying F2##:.** This
important fanci depicts numerous scenes of male homoeroticism and female
same-sex desire.” One of the protagonists, Bai Ruyu [141E, is depicted as an
effeminate man whose toxic sexual appeal attracts the emperor and high officials
and nearly topples the nation. In comparison with Zigao, Bai’s crossgender
performance does not involve disguising himself in women’s clothing, but
represents a man’s social crossdressing in a borrowed position of the opposite
gender. Like the “male queen” Zigao, the dashing Bai Ruyu changes gender roles
and plays out an identity of femme fatale, to the extent of jeopardizing principle
gender and social relationships. I propose that Cheng Huiying’s extraordinary
depiction of male transvestite performance is a meaningful intervention in the
crossdressing convention, showing the author’s relative mobility in reflecting on
gender issues through imaginary characters.

What distinguishes women’s crossdressing in tanci from the above examples
of male crossdressing is that women’s deployment of crossdressing is an
important means of social self-empowerment and demonstrates a remarkable
spirit of heroism. In 4 Histoire, one female character comments about the
crossdresser Zixiu, “Delicate yet capable of heroic deeds, the refined lady could
act in the position of a high official.”** Such crossdressing performances were
widely presented in Ming and Qing women’s writings and had their predecessors
in fiction and in Chinese history. Zixiu’s bride in the mock marriage, who had
been a childhood friend of hers, exclaims when Zixiu reveals her crossdressing:

Who would expect that you follow the example of the extraordinary woman of
the Tang times? Who would expect such multiple talents in literature and
military affairs? Who would expect that you were given such an eminent
position in the royal palace and married a refined companion? Who would

*I Volpp, 2001, 11.

> Hu Wenkai, 1985, 647.

# Liu Wenjia’s doctoral thesis offers a valuable study of Feng Huiying’s rewriting of male
same-sex eroticism, and the author’s use of allegories as metaphorical social and political
criticism. See Liu Wenjia, 2010.

S R, SRR MOAREL. 5: 19, 56.
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expect that in selecting my companion, I am engaged to you, a woman? *
Aawe, SRUENATf . HERE, XA SRR A RGNS, A S A AR
HRENIGE, A2 BEBER LA

For crossdressers, the ideal of marriage is replaced by mock marriages forged of
trust and friendship between women. The crossdressed Zixiu, for instance, talks
with her bride about the future of their marriage, saying,

Since, younger sister, I am only an impersonated man, you will not suffer
damage and lose your pure integrity. Even if the titles are forged for the
moment, how could this damage your chastity after all? If you follow a
disguised scholar for the rest of your life, you would fulfill the wishes of your
beloved parents, and avoid being talked about by petty people everywhere. I,
your humble sister, have obtained eminence today and will never change this
male clothing. ... After serving our parents until the end of their lives, we may
go to the mountains and look for Buddhist mentors. On that heavenly terrain,
we will find an idyllic cave, where we shall take joy in learning the art of
alchemy. This is much superior to those women who depend on men for
fortune, and spend their entire lives in the silk and brocade chambers.*®

RAS BT, RWBERRUKRE . A8, T, A BERBA . —KIN
TRORIS, “RAEREY . BIRIA L O, A RAS TR, e Ffb A,
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Here Zixiu’s suggestion to her bride about leaving the world and pursuing
immortal happiness through alchemy is reminiscent of women’s youxian shi Vit
fll 7F, or poetry on roaming as a transcendent, a poetic subgenre which
demonstrates some women’s impulses to search for a kind of immortality
“defined and poeticized by women themselves.”*’ In A Histoire, women’s
aspiration to transcend their earthly yokes and achieve spiritual freedom strikes a
chord with the female crossdresser’s desire to explore a pleasurable and
rewarding life outside the domestic sphere. Like legendary female transcendents,
the crossdresser demonstrates a kind of embodied agency in late imperial women
who venture to imagine a life beyond the domestic sphere. In 4 Histoire, this

©5:19, 58.

519, 57.

47 Wang Yanning, 2010, 102. A recent article by Wang Yanning offers a study of youxian
poems by Qing women authors, specifically those poems on the theme of nii youxian
(“roaming as a female transcendent”). Wang proposes that youxian poems provided a unique
literary space for women’s poetic and autobiographical voice in the late imperial period,
reflecting women writers’ increasing consciousness of self. See Wang Yanning, 2010, 65-102.
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trend of women aspiring toward immortality even replaces the conventional
ending of marriage. As the crossdressed Zixiu envisions it, the two women in
mock marriages could cultivate themselves through exercises to pursue the
pleasure of immortality, instead of being yoked to their domestic duties.

These same-sex unions or mock marriages have a long tradition that can be
traced to previous tanci works such as Destiny of Rebirth and Fledging
Phoenixes. Zixiu, by reconfiguring herself as a husband and mate, empowers
herself within the structure of marriage and subverts many constraints on her
freedom. Zixiu’s bride Xuejuan, whose former fiancé passed away before their
marriage, determines to keep her chastity but is forced by her parents to marry
Zixiu as “his” concubine. There is also a comic scene in which Zixiu, before
revealing her identity, teasingly approaches Xuejuan, asking for sexual intimacy.
Mimicking the tone of a libertine, Zixiu says to Xuejuan,

Even if you want to keep your chastity, what fame and fortune could you gain
from it? Although I myself have no good looks and outstanding talents, at least
I am a good match for you. Since we have completed the nuptial ceremony, we
should be a well-matched couple, like two lotus flowers born from the same
root. In the Tiantai Mountains the [legendary] meal of huma seeds is ready for
us [to taste]; we will not be like the [self-deluded] Liu Chen who just
happened to encounter the [female] immortals by himself. I bid you take
advantage of this marriage and become my mate. If you return home, both Mr.
Zhang and our mother will be disgraced.*®

BAFAMARAENE . FEEEANG, SWHERH. &8 Cldihr,
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The crossdresser mockingly pleads for sexual intercourse and rationalizes “his”
position by arguing against the social custom of women’s chastity. Zixiu’s
impersonation of the male libertine is so convincing that Xuejuan becomes
enraged and attempts to commit suicide to preserve her chastity. This episode is a
mockery of the practice of women’s chastity-related suicide. And as luck would
have it, the women characters’ virtue is preserved and left indisputable, as
Xuejuan marries a woman, and both of them are able to keep their virginity.

8 5: 19, 58. The “meal of huma seeds” #IFiK alludes to a legend in the East Han period
(206 BCE-220 CE). Two men, Liu Chen x|/ and Ruan Zhao Br%, enter the Tiantai
Mountains to collect medicine herbs. They meet two female immortals, who invite them to
their lodgings and offer them a bountiful feast, including rice with huma seeds, dried goat meat,
beef, and fresh peaches. After what had seemed like half a year's time, Liu and Ruan return
home, only to discover that seven generations have passed by and that they are left alone in the
world. See Li Fang, Vol. 61, 383.
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In a conversation, the male characters Lin Mengyun and Zheng Hua reveal
their suspicions that Mu Hualong might be the crossdressed fiancée of Zheng
Hua. Lin Mengyun cautions Zheng that since Miss Mu has already married Mu
Hualong, “the two ladies must now enjoy each other’s company all the more,
[just like the legendary] empresses Mo and Huang living in the same
household.® Lin Mengyun, who had long thought that Qin Ling was his
crossdressed fiancée Qing Shunxin, decides to help Zheng disclose Mu
Hualong’s identity as an example to Qin Lin. He thinks to himself, “Today
women are really deviant, and all think of becoming officials at the court. What
could I do to disclose Miss Shui’s identity so that the others will be alarmed
while watching from a distance?”>’

Crossdressing for Qin Ling and Mu Hualong is a marker of a newly acquired
identity. Qin Ling is physically strong and well-versed in literature. “Unlike the
other delicate women, she was born with a pair of strong arms and has greater
strength over others. An exceptional woman who could remember writings with a
glance, she even surpasses the talented poet Xie Daoyun.””' These crossdressed
heroines are not only talented scholars and courageous military leaders, but are
also endowed with multiple talents. Su Zixiu knows the art of divination and can
anticipate the outcomes of battles. The text depicts her as a female counterpart of
the famous military leader and scholar Zhuge Liang #5575 (181-234).>? In the
following scene, for example, Su Zixiu and Pang Yulong, the two runner-up
candidates in the Civil Service Examination admire Qin Ling’s handsome looks
and accomplishments in martial arts, not knowing that Qin, like they themselves,
is also a crossdressed woman.

The Second and Third Candidates in the Exam are also pondering in private.
“Who would recognize me as a woman now? At last I am able to raise my chin,
release a breath, and act as an exceptional hero. How detestable are those
common people who ridicule women as not human beings. In my view, the
wise and the foolish are not equivalent; even among men themselves, not
everyone can be the same. Some men are bandits and thieves, some men are
upright and prominent officials. Among women, there are exemplary women
like Mulan and Huang Chonggu; some are ignorant and vulgar shrews. Men
and women can both be virtuous or ignorant; how could one use a single
standard in assessing them? One exceptional case is my honorable brother Qin

kN, BEIFEELIK. 7: 26, 30. Tradition holds that Empress Mo % was the wife of the
ancient Yellow Emperor %577, who reigned from 2697 to 2597 BCE. Empress Huang % was
said to be the wife of Emperor Shun %77, who reigned from 2255 to 2195 BCE.
O H R IR, AR BRI, S0 IR . 7: 26, 30.
:; 4\‘1w\%6tﬂw. RAEB AT N AR LF, Wi SEgHE. 101, 2.

6: 22, 26.
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Ling, whose good looks ranks first among all the officials and is even hard to
find among women. Moreover, his expertise in martial arts and heroism has
made him a true pillar of the nation. Yet even he does not know about my
secret, that a woman could also stride in the lofty sphere of eminence.”
FEMRRAE N PIAS, O AR PFe . BT, HERIRS R 4y, HSmEA
PERT S, IR 2D/ 83, VLB R N RE T BIEASE, Bz
SRRE. AN B, WA R Lo, MRS GHR, AL
FIRIEN o 2 BBt iG Ik, Enl o —HIvr. HAELERER, 1A, BT
RN WM, AR, Ly PR B0, K2R S
Xk, S BEAER . PERANREEE, WS, BT PE .

The above passage in 4 Histoire is written in a first-person narrative voice,
simulating the combined voices of the two crossdressed women. Remarkably, the
passage contains protofeminist reflections on gender equality, referring to the
famous heroines Mulan and Huang Chonggu. The narrator foregrounds a
woman’s perspective on gender difference, denouncing prejudice against
women’s capabilities. The crossdresser Qin Ling is considered an exception
among men, who surpasses others in good looks and expertise in martial arts.>*
Unaware of each other’s real gender, the three crossdressed women are awed by
each other’s looks and achievements. At the moment of the crossdresser’s
misrecognition of Qin Ling, one can detect the theatrical impulse of irony in the
characterization of the crossdresser and the text’s exaltation of the androgynous
personality. The text shows a comic paradox in which the crossdresser Qin Ling
plays the role of a non-male for the other two crossdressers, who perceive “him”
as such. On the surface, Qin is an exception among men; underlying the text’s
ironic representation, “his” appraisal of the masculine role makes Qin neither
female nor male. “His” feminine appearance passes flawlessly as the effeminate
countenance of a refined scholar, suggesting an androgynous subjectivity that
eludes orthodox definition of gendered subjectivity.

Androgyny and Women’s Heroism

Current scholarship on late imperial women’s crossdressing focuses on the
liberatory potentials of fictional women to women readers who aspire toward

3 6:22, 34.

> Qin Ling’s name and character suggests that she might be based on the heroic Ming female
general Qin Liangyu ZR £ (1574-1648), who surpassed her male peers in skills of horse
archery and martial combat, and who also had outstanding talent for poetry. In her lifetime Qin
succeeded in several battles against local warlords in southwest China and later led battles
against the invading Manchurians.
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alternative lives outside the domestic sphere. Dorothy Ko, in her study of
seventeenth-century women authors, points out that “instead of challenging the
ideology of separate spheres by mixing and redefining gender roles, these
heroines encouraged their female readers to aspire to be more like men.”> An
important result of these visionary women authors’ interventions is that their
stories of crossdressers break down “the century-old divisions between inner and
outer and between male and female spheres.” Likewise, Siu Leung Li, in a
study of crossdressing in Chinese opera of the Yuan period (1279-1368), makes
the valuable proposition that women’s crossdressing in performance texts reveals
an “interactive negotiation between subversion and containment” and the vexing
desire circulated between stage enactment and the audience.”’ Ko and Li both
raise the question of women’s desire to question and disrupt the ideological
distinction between spaces of the inner and the outer. At the same time, such
progressive endeavors are still conditioned and constrained by the authors’
historical and social conditions in the patriarchal society. As Ko suggests, the
proposition of “masculine” women characters from late imperial literary works
by and large reinforces the division between the male and female worlds, instead
of completely redefining the relations between these gendered spheres.™

Ko’s and Li’s considerations raise further questions about how issues of
androgynous gender identity should be understood in the late imperial social and
historical context. Androgyny, characteristic of the crossdressed men and women,
is significantly depicted in late imperial literature as a gender subjectivity
alternative to the male and female binary gender system. Depictions of
androgynous heroines are profuse in tanci by women. The renowned Destiny of
Rebirth depicts Meng Lijun who crossdresses to escape from marriage. 4
Histoire, in comparison, represents a group of women who disguise themselves
as men and surpass their peers on the Imperial Exam. In fanci, crossdressing was
often invoked by late imperial women authors to depict characters who actively
take part in constructing their own image by drawing on disparate gender roles.
Crossdressing is a strategy for women in literary works, as it was in real life, to
renounce marriage (often supplemented by “mock marriages” between women
privately agreeing to play the role of an ideal couple), and a way for women to
renounce their sexuality.

> Ko notes that the proliferate depictions of male-looking heroines in dramas and stories
show no more than women’s temporary transgressions. Ko notes, “Male concerns in public
domains are still considered as superior.” Tales of gender inversions “perpetuate the prevailing
gender ideology” without fundamentally challenging the ideology of separate spheres of the
inner and the outer or the domestic and the social. Ko, 1994, 140.

% Ko, 1994, 142.

>7 Siu Leung Li, 2003, 22.

38 Ko, 1994, 140.
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All the women crossdressers refuse to resume their feminine attire in the text.
For example, when the crossdresser Qin Ling is confronted by her fiancé Lin
Mengyun, who, to test Qin Ling’s true identity, claims that he will abide by their
engagement for the rest of his life, Qin Ling senses Mengyun’s intention and
replies, “I will give you my advice. In the world there are monumental plates that
are erected for chaste widows, but I have not seen any temple built in honor of a
loyal husband.”’ This passage contains an explicit mockery of the Confucian
doctrine of women’s chastity, as it replaces the traditionally passive woman with
a husband who awaits her return with chaste piety. The woman flees from her
socially prescribed role through crossdressing and cleverly rejects her fiancé’s
consent to marry. The frustrated Lin Mengyun thinks, “How regretful: she is now
neither alive nor dead, leaving no trace in the world. How ashamed I am of my
own reputation for talent; she is really more intelligent than 1.”% The
crossdresser transcends social and sexual norms, yet paradoxically triggers
complicated patterns of desire. Moving across social and economic boundaries,
she comes to life through the text’s dramatic representation.

Like Qin Ling, another character, Su Zixiu #: 175, who also crossdresses,
refuses to admit her true identity to her fiancé. During childhood Zixiu is
separated from her family in an accident and is later rescued by a high official.
She then crossdresses as a man and passes the Civil Service Exam. Years later,
Zixiu meets her fiancé Wu Musu, who immediately suspects Zixiu’s real identity.
However, Zixiu refuses to admit her true identity in front of Wu Musu. On the
other hand, when Zixiu’s mother finds out that the young official is her long lost
daughter, Zixiu pleads with her not to disclose the secret, asking her to pretend
that she is still suffering from her daughter’s disappearance. Then, Zixiu pleads
with her mother to persuade her fiancé (who is now her male peer in the palace)
to look for another wife and stop interrogating her. Exasperated, she even
threatens to commit suicide: “If someone dares to reveal your daughter’s secret
of crossdressing, I will immediately take up the sword and slit my own throat.”®"
The text demonstrates a resonance with the motif of women’s suicide in late
imperial literature. Many late imperial literary works reflect the social custom of
chastity-related suicide, such as widows committing suicide after their husbands’
deaths, sometimes at the prompting of the deceased husbands’ families.** Yet,
here, this convention is evoked in a different situation: the woman threatens to
kill herself not in defense of her chastity, but to resist the confinement of
marriage, insisting that she would prefer death to losing the freedom she has

O A, AR, WAL KA. 5218, 30.

80 5: 18, 32.

O e RAT N L AR, LB = RO AR 52 19, 59.

2 For detailed discussion of this topic, see Mann, 1987, 37-56. Also see the discussion of
widowhood and female chastity in Judge, 34-59.
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when she is disguised as a man. When challenged by her fiancé’s inquisitive
questions about her real identity, Zixiu ponders her situation,

If you want me to change into feminine attire, that will only take place when
heaven topples down and the earth overturns. Those people are most
despicable who say that women should follow the doctrines and not venture to
make a career like men out in the world. I would rather rely on my talents and
enjoy fortune, and entirely dismiss the fact that I was born a woman. I have
learned all kinds of arts and have fortunately had my name among the first few
in the Exam. I take a vow that I will not change my attire again. What could
you do about me then?®’

TR IR E T, BRAER, KRB LW Hrll, St il, A
SNSRI . TR B A RESUE O, VRS B L. AR AR 2L R
Y OGE AEEARY, BIRERERIA.

These audacious statements strongly resonate with the famous Meng Lijun in
Destiny of Rebirth, who, when recognized by her parents, rationalizes her
unwillingness to go back to a woman’s life. She defends her choice in the name
of filial piety, attempting to persuade her parents into keeping her sexual identity
a secret.

Even though you would like me to return to your side, I could only end up
marrying into another household and serve the parents-in-law. What is the
benefit of this for my own parents? Why don’t you just let me go on and live
the life of a man? ... Even though I was born a woman, now I enter the royal
palace and serve the Emperor.... What is the need for me to be married? Even
the place of the Empress herself could not fit into my expectations!®*

AEE VAT, WEAE, B EF AL RRERACEL, BIAW, HAZ%
JUBEE R eeeee FNAT HE B BRI A SR e weeee (VTSP P P
K, EEFLEHM?

These defiant statements in Destiny of Rebirth invited criticism from tanci
authors of the time and in ensuing generations.® Perhaps because Chen
Duansheng was incapable of balancing the character’s personal aspirations with
the readers’ desire to see Lijun’s reunion with her fiancé, she left the work

% 9:34,24.

 11:44,761.

% Hou Zhi criticized Lijun for her political ambition and rebellious deed of refusing to
recognize her parents in public. Hu Siao-chen offers a reading of Hou Zhi’s Zaizaotian iR
(Remaking Heaven), which rewrote Destiny of Rebirth and portrayed Lijun as a converted
filial daughter and wife. See Hu Siao-chen, 2003, 29.
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unfinished; it ends after Lijun’s sexual identity is accidentally disclosed.
Modern adaptations of Destiny of Rebirth in local operas and film and television
dramas have presented multiple interpretations of Lijun’s fate.”” For both Meng
Lijun and Su Zixiu, crossdressing represents the rebirth of a new life for the
heroine. It endows them with the capacity to act outside the constraints of the
gender hierarchy. These stories show that in the late imperial social context,
crossdressing was an imaginary means for women to escape prearranged
marriage and explore freedom outside the domestic sphere. However, under the
pervasive influence of Confucian ideology, ordinary women’s desire to have an
independent life outside the social and gender hierarchies was by and large
frustrated by social reality.®®

As indicated by the title 4 Histoire of Heroic Women and Men, women’s
crossdressing is often related to heroism in the text. In Chapter 32, Volume 8,
when a rebellion against the emperor bursts out, the protagonist Wen Xiaxian
disguises herself as a golden-faced deity, sneaks into the palace, and rescues the
infant prince from the rebellious armies. The textual depiction is imbued with
fantastic color. While the besieged palace falls into chaos,

% A later writer, Liang Desheng, added three volumes to the work. In the added ending, Lijun
returns to the life of a wife in a polygamous family. As in the earlier tanci work Yuchuanyuan
4% (Jade bracelets), written by two anonymous authors, the crossdresser reverts back to
her female identity and marries her betrothed companion, together with a sworn sister who had
been her “wife” in the mock marriage.

7 Destiny of Rebirth has been adapted into various regional operas. An early film adaptation
of this work was released in 1949, entitled, The Ancient Beauty, Meng Lijun, directed by Hong
Kong film director Chen Pi F:f. A recent television soap opera series, Meng Lijun, was
released in mainland China in 2007.

 In another fanci work Bishenghua %4 (Blossom from the brush, 1857), the heroine
Jiang Dehua Z4#4¢ is nearly compelled to commit suicide when she is forced to enter the
palace as a royal maid. She is saved by a fox spirit and then crossdresses as a man to explore a
new life. However, a comparison between Meng Lijun and Jiang Dehua shows that women
crossdressers’ presence is still constrained by the pervasive Confucian ideology. In Destiny of
Rebirth, Lijun is nearly sentenced to death when the Emperor discovers her crossdressing. The
open ending of the work shows that the crossdresser, once disclosed, has no space of her own
outside the inner quarters. Jiang Dehua, even though she is disguised as a man, has internalized
the moral codes of virtue and chastity and is transformed into an exemplary and female
Confucian intellectual, or nii daoxue #iti“*. Even in her male disguise, she adheres to
feminine virtue and will not be touched by men, nor will she eat at the same table with men. In
Jiang’s case crossdressing is not radically transgressive, but rather shows the reinforcement of
traditional gender ideologies. When Jiang’s crossdressing is discovered, the Emperor gives the
order for her to marry her former fiancé Lin Wenbing #k3C4%. Jiang then is transformed into a
virtuous woman who devotes her talent to governing the household and settling disputes
between the concubines. A brief biography of Qiu Xinru is in Ye Dejun, 1979, 743—44. Also
see Hu Wenkai, 1985, 402-3.
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Suddenly a deity descends from the roof dressed in a scarlet short jacket and
pants; he has three strands of beard on a face of golden color. In a thunderous
voice, he says, “Don’t be afraid. I am a deity who comes to rescue the Prince.”
Upon saying this, he hurries to approach the Queen, and hastens to carry the
Prince in his hands. As if flying he steps outside; in a light jump he vanishes
like a cloud.”

BT, BIET %, ESETEAE, ARSI R, & — SR,
EAR LR o SRR, IR AN . PR K AN, R E—
Pz,

The passage depicts the protagonist as a xianii zhongchen i/ (female
knight and loyal official) who saves the Prince in a moment of national crisis and
secures the future of the country. The text might have been influenced by stories
about the female knight-errant in traditional Chinese narratives, and is
reminiscent of the swordswomen tales in the late imperial vernacular tradition.”
Wen Xiaxian, the heroine in the above passage, also crossdresses as a swordsman
to rescue an honest scholar who is persecuted by a scheming high official. In
these two examples, the crossdresser displays a spirit of heroism, loyalty, and
moral uprightness. The subject of the book, as one of the authors, Yonglan, states,
is “the loyal and chaste noble heroes, the heroic women who support the poor
and rescue the endangered.””' In the male’s attire, the woman explores the
variations of gender roles and demonstrates an emancipating power to rescue the
weak and redress injustice.

Women’s crossdressing is not unique to the genre of tanci, but it has been
demonstrated in many analogous depictions in late imperial history and literature.
An example in fiction is a huaben story entitled “The Maid Li Xiuqing Becomes
the Swear-Sister of the Chaste Maid Miss Huang” Z=75M X 453 1%, which
appears in the short story collection Yushi mingyan Vit 3= (Illustrious words
to instruct the world, 1620). The author Feng Menglong H# % (1574-1647)
depicts a crossdressed female hero named Huang Shancong #{EHH. A
merchant’s daughter, Huang crossdresses as a young man to travel with her father.
On their journey, her father falls ill and passes away, yet Huang Shancong keeps
up her disguise to preserve her virginity. After seven years, Shancong is reunited

% 8:32, 85.

™ In late imperial fiction, a famous example of swordswoman is Nie Yinniang ZFaff in
Liaozhai zhiyi Wi75& 5% (Strange tales in the Leisure Studio). In 4 Histoire, the authors
possibly adopted the tradition of female swordsmen in depicting the crossdressers to
emphasize the heroism of the women. For a study of female knights in traditional Chinese
literature, see Altenburger, 2009.

OB HOSUE R, PRI S, 4213, 1
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with her family. Her relatives think that she must have become the secret wife of
her traveling companion, Li Xiuqing. In order to prove her purity, Shancong
consents to a private test, the result of which shows that she is still a virgin. The
story ends with Shancong’s marriage to Li Xiuqing, to which the family has
given their blessing. The narrator’s stress on female chastity outweighs the text’s
acclamation of female heroism: “For seven years,” the narrator explains, “she
crossdressed as a man, without showing any tiny trace; upon her return [to the
family] she held her cool and unstirred heart in solitude. I compiled this tale to
educate those in the inner chambers, and cleanse the tales of romance and

72 Shancong is compared to heroic crossdressers such as Hua Mulan {64
= and Huang Chonggu #45%# (early tenth century), who, according to the
narrator, are “disguised men without manliness, real women who wear males’
hairdress.””

The aforementioned Huang Chonggu in Feng’s story is a well-known woman
who disguised herself as a literati scholar and impressed the Minister with her
talent in writing poetry. When the Minister proposed a marriage between Huang
and his own daughter, Huang wrote a poem to decline the marriage and
confessed her true sex: “If my lord wishes to have me as a son-in-law, I wish
heaven could change me into a man instantly.”’* Huang’s legacy can be traced in
numerous examples of female crossdressing in late imperial women’s poetry,
playwriting and fiction. For instance, a late eighteenth century woman poet
named Shen Xiang yt#E described a portrait of the courtesan poet Liu Shi, in
which Liu cross-dressed as a young scholar to pay a personal visit to a male
scholar. In Shen Xiang’s poem about this painting, she says, “Who could tell the
truth from the appearance of a person after all? Beauty or scholar, both are now
seen as one.”” This unique example shows Liu Shi’s cross-dressed image,
which recalls other similar examples of portraits of cross-dressed women. In the
Ming play Qiaoying 7% (Shadow in disguise) by the woman poet and
playwright Wu Zao 5 # (1799-1862), the protagonist Xie Xucai i 214
crossdresses and paints a miniature of herself in official’s robes. Describing
herself as a latter-day Qu Yuan Jii}5i,’® Xie expresses her frustration that the

love.

7GR EMOREE R, RIS S e SN Y, PRSI L. Feng, 2001, 541.

7 ORBBEE ST, #k LA, Feng, 2001, 530.

T OgERE A AN, R AR L. Ci Shuxiang qinii shi §EMIFE i (Declining the
proposal of the Minister of the Shu Kingdom that I marry his daughter). See Peng, 1960, Vol.
799, 8995.

> Shen Xiang, 1789, 15a.

7% Qu Yuan (fourth to third century BCE), a loyal minister in the state of Chu, who, after being
slandered, rejected and exiled, wrote allegorical poems expressing his grievances.
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disjunction between herself and her times prevents her from fully employing her
talents.”’ “Alas! Fettered by my physical form, I can only sigh all alone over my
sadness. If one considers the matter carefully though, while miraculous
transformations depend on Heaven, the initiative rests with oneself. That is why a
few days ago I painted a small portrait of myself dressed in male attire.””® The
three examples of Huang Chonggu, Liu Shi, and Wu Zao show that crossdressing
is a continuous and recurrent theme in China’s literary history.” These earlier
trends of women’s crossdressing set the groundwork for later fanci narratives that
encompass rich exploration of women’s capacity to perform as the equals of men
in the social terrain.

The legacy of female heroism, demonstrated by these crossdressed women in
fiction and history, presages women’s activism in real life at the turn of the
century China. An important example is the protofeminist writer and revolutionist
Qiu Jin #J¥% (1875-1907).*° In her lifetime, Qiu frequently disguised herself as
a man and actively participated in social and political events. In 1907, when she
became the principal of the Datong Normal School in Hangzhou, she trained
female students in military gymnastics and was known as an infamous woman
who rode through the town dressed in men’s clothing. Qiu Jin’s activism, as Joan
Judge argues, is reflective of her self-positioning as one of the “heroic educators
of Chinese women,” and her effort to inscribe a new identity in national history

7 Li Wai-Yee suggests that the author’s purpose for writing Silhouette in Disguise is
“explained by her frustrations with the limitations imposed by her gender role and her wish to
transcend them.” (Li Wai-Lee, 367) This sense of frustration is similarly shared by the heroine
Du Lanxian #1224l in the play Lihua meng %‘{t% (Dream of the pear flower, 1840) by He
Peizhu {T{lZk. In the play Du made a self-portrait of her female image before crossdressing as
a man. Taiwanese scholar Wang Lijian suggests that in both plays the self-portrait reflects
women’s sexual displacement and self-estrangement in Confucian society. In Wang Lijian,
2006, 82-89.

g XA, NE A AR T . L, (PR QMR ERERY L AT
BN, BERLAE . Wu, 2002, 132.

7 1t should be noted that such examples of women performing men’s roles are not rare in late
imperial women’s drama. An important example is Yuanyang meng #%%% (Dream of the
mandarin ducks) written by Ye Xiaowan Mk (1613-1657), which portrays three female
immortals who, following men’s ways, secretly become sworn brothers and offend the West
Palace Empress. (Ye Shaoyuan, 1935, Vol. 1, 1-16) As a punishment for their offense, they are
incarnated as male scholars and sent to the earth to experience the hardship of men’s mortal
life. The author, through the incarnated male scholars, voices women’s grievances against
social constraints, and their aspiration for an imaginary realm of immortality and freedom.

8 Qiu Jin was a proliferate writer in many genres and composed an unfinished fanci entitled
Jingwei shi (1905), which was published in the same year as 4 Histoire. The temporal setting
and plot of these two works, however, are vastly different. The text depicts a group of young
women who escaped from their domestic bonds and travelled abroad to Japan to study modern
culture. These heroines, like the author herself, dedicated themselves to advancing the cause of
women’s liberation on a national scale. See Qiu Jin, 1991, 125-70.
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that transcends the identity of a “woman.”®' In other words, Qiu Jin’s personal
undertaking brought out the progressive potential of the Mulan legend with vigor.
Such tales of crossdressing, legendary or historical, question and destabilize
conventional social gender roles and suggests new possibilities of women’s
social and political empowerment.

Beholding the “Man” in Disguise

How do the readings of crossdressing in tanci amplify our understanding of
subjectivity and gendered spectatorship in and beyond late imperial and early
modern China? How do the performances of the crossdressers expose ways in
which gender roles can be negotiated and reconstructed? As the text
demonstrates, the female-to-male crossdresser in particular becomes an
eroticized character and has to adopt vigorous, spirited, and even exaggerated
actions. For example, crossdresser Mu Hualong, who became one of the top three
candidates in the Civil Service Examination, “always felt abashed, and behaved
with a certain gentleness. She was afraid that people might see her femininity
through her demeanor, so she could only pretend to imitate the liberal behavior
of men.”® The woman’s disguised body reveals the ironic relation between
seeing and acting. Acting out a masculine role, Hualong observes and imitates
men around her. “He” learns from this observation and responds to the gaze of
the others. “His” performance, consequently, is constructed and modified in an
interactive relationship with the observing audience.

This dynamic interaction between crossdressed women and observing
audience in the text sometimes shows much dramatic irony. When Qin Ling
ranks first in the Civil Service Exam and becomes the Top Candidate, the
Emperor’s brother Lord Zhongjing proposes to marry his daughter to Qin Ling,
knowing that Qin already has a fiancée (who is actually Qin’s own cousin, but
who does not know about Qin’s real identity). Finally Qin Ling is persuaded into
taking both women as “his” wives in a joint wedding ceremony. On Qin’s way
home, the people in the streets vie with each other to see the handsome Top
Candidate, praising him as “outstanding both in appearance and talent, and
carrying true loyalty; in the Hall of the Golden Throne, he dared to reject the
Emperor’s marriage arrangement for him.”* Despite the admiring gaze of the
crowd, Qin’s mind is peppered with worries. “He” thinks, “The wedding night is

81 In her life time, Qiu Jin posed for photos while dressed in Chinese men’s dress and Western
men’s suits, and successfully “adopted masculine skills, from riding astride on horseback to
powerful oratory.” (Judge, 2008, 219) Compared with her crossdressed predecessors in tanci,
Qiu’s crossdressing takes on multiple forms, fashioning her identity as a “new-style heroine”
whose aspirations are channeled through the cause of nationalism. (Judge, 2008, 218-20).

2 MM, AT SO0 ARANFR L, WA, ML, 4: 14,25,
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in just a few days. Who knows how I should make arrangements for two
wives?”™ This textual scenario is a satirical take on the polygamous marriage
system in which the husband is married to several wives. Even though the
marriage is that between ‘“Phony Phoenixes,” the crossdresser manages to
establish a harmonious relationship with his two “wives” in the house. On the
first family gathering the morning after the wedding, the two wives, gazing at the
handsome Qin, “could not help but become overjoyed, [pondering], ‘No wonder
he has been regarded as the most affable and ideal potential husband.”™ In
comparison with the mock marriage between Meng Lijun and Liang Suhua in
Destiny of Rebirth, the crossdressers’ marriages in 4 Histoire may or may not
involve women’s mutual understanding or knowledge of the “husband’s”
disguise. In this example, the crossdresser’s performance is so powerful that even
the wives are convinced and believe “him.” The polygamous marriage system is
even exploited to the crossdresser’s advantage. Not only does Qin Ling enjoy the
highest authority in the house, but “his” social identity as a married “man”
further prevents the suspicious fiancé Lin Mengyun from probing into “his”
sexual identity. Qin’s crossdressing performance is carried out with almost full
approval from the people around him.

This interaction between crossdressed women and their fiancés who
recurrently evaluate and attempt to identify their sexuality creates many moments
of tension and melodrama. After Mu Hualong’s crossdressing is disclosed, she is
exempted from punishment by the Emperor, but has to marry her former fiancé.*®
Seeing Mu’s reversion to feminine identity, Lin Mengyun becomes all the more
anxious to prove that Qin Ling is his former betrothed companion. He ponders,
“Even though I tested him several times, his responses were always as sharp as
sword blades.” Nor does his behavior resemble that of a woman in close
examination.*® After all, how could a crossdresser live in a house with two wives

R RRpE B, AR, BREEH RN 414,24,

B IRARERE . AR LS. 4: 15,39,

% Mu Hualong’s name also indicates her ironic fate. The given name Hualong means
“transforming into dragon,” suggesting a woman changing into a man, since the symbol of the
dragon, in comparison with the symbol of the phoenix, represents masculinity. At the same
time, the surname Mu VK in southern dialect might have the same sound as the character mu
i, which means “no” or “without.” The full name would then suggest “without changing into
the dragon.” It is possible that the author chose this name to suggest Hualong’s failed attempt
to live a man’s life.

S s HOREAIER, EA b, HUERIREISIE. 8: 32, 86.

8 MW A iR, 8: 32, 86. Another related fact is that Pang Yulong’s wife is none other than
Wu Musu’s elder sister. It happens that Wu’s sister is devoted to Daoist practice and rejects
sexual intimacy with men. This proves to be convenient for Pang Yulong, who does not have to
sleep in the same room at night with “his” wife. While the couple lives in harmony, Wu Musu,
driven by anxiety and doubt, suspects that his own sister has become a conspirator with Pang
and intentionally has kept him from knowing Pang’s true sexuality.
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so effortlessly? Likewise, Wu Musu, who is the fiancé of the crossdresser Pang
Yulong, suspects Pang is his betrothed bride, but can not imagine “how a woman
dared to complete the matrimonial ceremony [with another woman].”®’ The
textual moment is reminiscent of Xu Wei’s play adapted from the Ballad of
Mulan, in which the androgynous protagonist confesses, “For seventeen years [
was a girl, for twelve years I have been a man. Under the gaze of tens and
thousands of people, who could really tell whether I am a man or a woman? Now
it is evident that man or woman could not be distinguished with eyes.” In 4
Histoire, the literary figure of Mulan has found rebirth in the group of women
crossdressers who blend characteristics of male and female genders, striving to
explore a social space as men’s equals in the patriarchal society.

Epilogue

In late imperial China, fanci authors wielded their brushes to enact new forms of
identities by positioning the personal within the fictional realm and reconfiguring
moral commitments and desire through memorable storylines. The author
becomes a speaking subject and conceptualizes a self by exploring multiple
possibilities of subjectivity through tales of the others. I have argued that for
women, writing in this textual form is an audacious choice, showing their desire
to represent a space in which traditional definitions of womanhood could be
displaced and a popular awareness of unconventional gender identities of women
could be imagined. The text of 4 Histoire, in its dramatized depiction,
demonstrates the tension between the crossdressers and the public who probe
into and repeatedly test the women crossdressers. However, other than the
aforementioned Mu Hualong, none of the women crossdressers are exposed in
their secrets. Su Zixiu and Qin Ling become high military officials and play a
fundamental role in putting down several regional rebellions. Pang Yulong is
married to a princess and becomes the emperor’s son-in-law. In comparison with
Meng Lijun, who is left with no choice but to revert back to a woman’s life, the
other women crossdressers in A Histoire are depicted as having more freedom
and independence to pursue their lives outside the inner quarters. If earlier tanci
before the twentieth century like Destiny of Rebirth display an imagining of
women’s alternate lives in male disguise outside the inner chambers, 4 Histoire
impresses the readers with its indication that crossdressed women can find their
place in the social sphere, and that marriage may not be an obstacle to women
exercising their intellectual powers. Conversely, the authors clearly invite

8 Ly faiseieah, 4: 16, 68.
O ML LA, B ILE AR Gk T T TME, I AMEMERE 2 7 1 M () S SRR
Xu Wei, 2002, 224.
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comparison of these crossdressers by having one woman found out and the others
not. This comparative movement gives the readers a critical indication that not
all women could fully embrace such ambitious lives in an unyielding social
world which still awaits transformations in the generations to come.
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