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Abstract
This paper examines the reactions to the trauma of the Ming-Qing dynastic transition in the novellas of a writer known only as “Xiaoxiang mijinduzhe” (The Hazy Crossing Ferryman of Xiaoxiang). His works provide an informative contrast to the more celebrated loyalist literature of the same era: they express unease at foreign rule but do not show an idealistic loyalism to the Ming. Though the Yongle period (1402-1424) of the Ming is held up as a lost golden age, the post-Yongle Ming dynasty is portrayed as an era of corruption and chaos, presided over by incompetent and/or dissolute emperors. The novellas also reflect on the lessons of the transition on a deeper level, questioning the long-standing cultural preference for the civil arts over the martial arts. While the novellas acknowledge the poignancy of the passing of an era, they also strike hopeful notes for the future under the Qing.
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Loss, Nostalgia, and Hope: The Ming-Qing Transition in the Fiction of “The Hazy Crossing Ferryman of Xiaoxiang”

The violent and chaotic end of the Ming dynasty and the imposition of foreign rule under the Manchu Qing dynasty touched an entire generation of literati, and was also a period of intensely vibrant literary creation. Perhaps inevitably, much of this literary output is concerned with the traumatic epochal change that the country had just undergone: during this time, “history is often both the object of representation and the defining condition of literary production”.[footnoteRef:1] Perhaps understandably, most scholarly attention has focused on the literature of Ming loyalists. The literati loyalists or ‘remnant subjects’ (yimin 遺民) are certainly extraordinary and romantic figures: examples include the poet and national hero Chen Zilong 陳子龍 (1608-1647), executed for plotting to restore the Ming, his hair still rebelliously uncut;[footnoteRef:2] Zhang Dai 張岱 (1597-1679), who endured long years of poverty due to his principled refusal to serve the new dynasty;[footnoteRef:3] and Qian Qianyi 銭謙益 (1582-1664), who surrendered Nanjing to the Qing but embraced loyalism. However, as Wai-yee Li has observed, the focus on loyalism can create a deceptively clear demarcation between the loyalists and the ‘twice-serving officials’ (erchen 貳臣) who worked for the Qing: in fact many figures, including Qian and Wu Weiye 吳偉業  (1609-1672) vacillated between collaboration and loyalism, expressing regret for working with the Qing in their poetry. This focus can also lead to works being read against and judged by the political biography of the author, or loyalism/nostalgia becoming unduly privileged above other elements of a work.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Li 2006: 2.]  [2:  Chang 1990: 3-4.]  [3:  Hegel 2006: 347-348.]  [4:  Li 2006: 64-70.] 


This paper focuses on a very different literary response to the dynastic transition to the powerful and personalized expressions of loyalism found in the formal writings of figures such as those above. The novellas of one anonymous and little-known writer, known only as Xiaoxiang mijinduzhe 蕭湘迷津渡者 (The Hazy Crossing Ferryman of Xiaoxiang) (hereafter, the Ferryman),[footnoteRef:5] are shot through with meditations on the transition and the lessons that can be drawn from the Ming’s fall. These meditations embrace the grey area between loyalism and collaboration, expressing unease at the Qing’s foreign origins while striking notes of optimism for China’s future under them; a diffuse wistfulness at the passing of the Ming coexists with specific and biting criticism of its many faults. Narrow loyalism to the fallen Ming is replaced by a more general desire to see the country return to the stability and strength of the Yongle period under Qing rule. The novellas also engage critically with Chinese culture, exposing the hypocrisy of displays of talent and remorselessly questioning the traditionally paramount position of scholarship and the civil arts. Instead, the novellas propose a renewed focus on the neglected military arts, which it is implied form the path to a strong country. [5:  “Xiaoxiang” is normally written 瀟湘, but the Ferryman consistently wrote it 蕭湘.] 


Little is known about the identity of the Ferryman. His pen name suggests an origin in Yongzhou, 永州, Hunan,[footnoteRef:6] and is taken from Qin Guan’s 秦觀 (1049-1100) Song dynasty ci lyric “Tashaxing: Chenzhou lüshe” 踏莎行·郴州旅舍 (To the tune Tashaxing: Chenzhou Inn): “Mist swallows the towers, the moon hazes the crossing. I peer as far as the eye can see for the Peach Blossom Spring, but cannot find it anywhere” 霧失樓台，月迷津渡，桃源望斷無尋處.[footnoteRef:7] This rather mournful ci was written in Hunan at a time of personal crisis and lack of direction for Qin Guan, who had recently been demoted. [6:  Xu Zhiping 徐志平 1998: 106.]  [7:  Huaihai ci jianzhu 淮海詞箋注2:67.] 


Meanwhile, the pen names of the figures who commented on his books– Jinghu xichun chishi 鏡湖惜春癡士 (The Spring-Cherishing Foolish Scholar of Jinghu), Xiling zuihua yishi 西陵醉花驛使 (The Flower-Drunk Emissary of Xiling), Wushan rechang qiaosou 吳山熱腸樵叟 (The Warm-Hearted Woodcutter of Wushan), and Minshan aishi zhuren 閩山愛石主人 (The Stone-Loving Master of Minshan)[footnoteRef:8] – suggest that the Ferryman, like the majority of vernacular fiction writers of the time, had connections to the Jiangnan and Fujian regions. Certainly, most of his stories are set in this region.  [8:  Jinghu could be in either Zhejiang or Anhui; modern scholar Liu Lei 劉磊 places Xiling near the West Lake, Hangzhou; Wushan is in Hangzhou; and Minshan in northern Fujian. See Liu Lei 劉磊 2006: 81.] 


The Ferryman leaves three known collections, entitled Dou shi huan 都是幻 (All is Illusion), Jinxiuyi 錦繡衣 (Brocade Embroidered Clothes), and Bi liyuan 筆梨園 (The Pear Garden of the Brush), each containing two six chapter novellas. Following common practice for vernacular fiction collections of the time, he is credited as the “editor” (ji 輯 ) or the “compiler” (bianci 編次) rather than the author. Nevertheless, he was evidently the main figure involved in the creation of the works, and if he did not write them himself, he at least served as their “finaliser”, a term used by Yang Shuhui to describe Feng Menglong’s 馮夢龍 (1574-1646) intentionally opaque role in the Sanyan 三言 collections.[footnoteRef:9] The collections are summarized in turn below: [9:  Yang 1998: 15.] 


Dou shi huan 都是幻 (All is Illusion)
Judged by the number of different surviving editions,[footnoteRef:10] this was the Ferryman’s most successful collection. Like all of his collections, it contains two novellas of six chapters each: “Meihun huan” 梅魂幻 (Plum Soul Illusion) and “Xiezhen huan” 寫真幻 (Portrait Illusion). There are a handful of marginal and interlinear comments, primarily expressing simple appreciation, and “Xiezhen huan” has comments at the end of each chapter. Sun Kaidi 孫楷第mentions the existence of a preface,[footnoteRef:11] but this is sadly not available in any facsimile edition. A “Shunzhi period” edition held by Tianjin library also reportedly contains illustrations, but again this is not available in facsimile. The order of the novellas also varies between editions: Ah Ying’s edition begins with “Xiezhen huan”, while the edition used for this paper, held in Beijing Library and reprinted in Guben xiaoshuo jicheng 古本小說集成 (Collection of Ancient Fiction Editions), begins with “Meihun huan”. This collection stands out from the Ferryman’s other works: it is less didactic and more symbolic, and also contains more erotic and fantastical elements. The borders between reality and dream are constantly questioned, with the characters often stating that they are “unsure if they were awake or if this was a dream” 不知是醒也，夢也.[footnoteRef:12] This collection, and “Meihun huan” in particular, also features the most explicit and in-depth meditations on the dynastic transition. [10:  Ah Ying 阿英 mentions that his own edition of this book differs to the two recorded by Sun Kaidi, meaning at least three different editions have survived. Ōtsuka Hidetaka 1987: 35.]  [11:  Sun Kaidi 1982: 118.]  [12:  E.g. “Meihun huan” 梅魂幻 3:28 (50); “Xiezhen huan” 寫真幻 5:97 (191).] 


Jinxiuyi 錦繡衣 (Brocade Embroidered Clothes)
Like “Xiezhen huan”, the two stories in this collection feature complex plots and liberal use of coincidence and misrecognition. Ironically, the second of these, “Yi xiupu” 移繡譜 (Changing the Embroidery Pattern) has suffered a misrecognition of its own: in his influential work Huaben xiaoshuo gailun 話本小說概論  (An Overview of Huaben Fiction), Hu Shiying 胡士瑩 confused the Ferryman’s novella in six chapters with a different work of the same title, containing four separate stories.[footnoteRef:13] The confusion was compounded by the lack of a complete edition in China; the only edition available in China is a partial one in which only the first four chapters of “Huan jiayi” survive.[footnoteRef:14] This edition formed part of a larger anthology known as Zhishang chuntai 紙上春台 (A Spring Viewpoint on Paper), and Hu further speculated that Jinxiu yi originally contained a separate story also found in this anthology, entitled “Jinxiang ting” 錦香亭 (Pavilion of Embroidery Fragrance). Fortunately, the Mukyūkai collection in Japan holds a complete copy, which has now been reprinted in facsimile[footnoteRef:15] and confirms that Jinxiuyi, like the Ferryman’s other collections, contained two six chapter novellas. These two stories are notable for the way in which the characters held up as examples of moral failure are permitted a chance at rehabilitation after being punished for their sins.  [13:  Hu Shiying 胡士瑩 2011: 812-813.]  [14:  This is the edition reprinted in Guben xiaoshuo jicheng 古本小說集成.]  [15:  Ming-Qing shanben xiaoshuo congkan 明清善本小說叢刊 series 19, Tianyi chubanshe, 1990.] 


Bi liyuan 筆梨園 (Pear Garden of the Brush) 
Only the second novella of this collection survives, with several hundred characters missing from the last chapter. The collection is notable for its linkage of the vernacular story format with drama, the “Pear Garden” of the title referring to the theatre; this recalls the titling of Li Yu’s 李漁 (1610-1680) roughly contemporaneous collection of vernacular stories, Wusheng xi 無聲戲 (Soundless Plays). A slight theatrical influence runs through all the Ferryman’s collections: the two novellas in Jinxiuyi  are titled as “plays” 戲, while the audience is sometimes exhorted to “watch the performance of the next chapter” 且看下回演出[footnoteRef:16] to find out what happens after the cliff-hangers on which each chapter ends. [16:  “Huan jiayi” 換嫁衣 1:710 (21); “Mei chanjuan” 媚嬋娟 4:817 (77).] 


None of the collections are explicitly dated, but all three were written in the Qing: Dou shi huan refers explicitly to the events of the dynastic transition; Bi liyuan refers to a story being set in the “Jiajing period of the Ming dynasty” 明朝嘉靖時,[footnoteRef:17] the phrasing here implying a writer in the Qing; and a character in Jinxiuyi has the official title zhentai 鎮台 (Regional Commander), which only existed in the Qing.[footnoteRef:18] Dating them more precisely, however, is challenging, though Dou shi huan and Jinxiuyi cannot date from any later than 1703; the Japanese catalogue Hakusai shomoku 舶載書目 (List of Books Brought on Boats) lists them arriving during the Genroku 元祿 period (1688-1703).[footnoteRef:19] The Kangxi emperor’s naming taboo is not observed in Jinxiuyi or Bi liyuan, suggesting that they may date from the Shunzhi 順治 period (1644-1661). Dou shi huan somewhat haphazardly observes the Kangxi emperor’s naming taboo, suggesting it may date to the early Kangxi period, when this taboo was less strictly enforced.[footnoteRef:20] However, Tianjin library reportedly holds an edition dated by Zhou Wu 周蕪 to the Shunzhi period, though it is not clear on what evidence.[footnoteRef:21] The works can therefore be firmly dated to the fifty or sixty years immediately following the dynastic transition, from 1644-1703, and can be provisionally dated to the Shunzhi and early Kangxi periods. It is therefore likely, though by no means certain, that the Ferryman witnessed the transition personally. [17:  “Mei chanjuan” 1:793 (3). For the Ferryman’s works, the first page number refers to the typeset edition; the page number in brackets refers to the facsimile edition. ]  [18:  “Huan jiayi” 3:718 (54); Hucker 1985: 122.]  [19:  Ōba Osamu 大庭脩 (ed.) 1972 2:3; xiaoshuo category:66.]  [20:  Kong Tingxin 孔廷欣 2009: 20.]  [21:  Ōtsuka Hidetaka 大塚秀高 1987: 35.] 


Comparatively little research has been done on the Ferryman’s works. Most of the existing research focuses on cataloguing and dating the works.[footnoteRef:22] In particular, the inaccessibility of a complete edition of Jinxiuyi in China until relatively recently has stymied research into that collection. In addition, Zhou Huanan 周華南 has compared the dreams depicted in Dou shi huan to other depictions of dreams in Chinese fiction, linking their melancholic air to literati concerns at economic expansion, changes in value systems, and disappointment at society.[footnoteRef:23] Liu Lei 劉磊 has clarified issues surrounding the dating and surviving editions of the Ferryman’s work. Xu Zhiping 徐志平 includes the works as part of his broader survey of the vernacular short fiction of the early Qing, placing them in their context, including the dynastic transition.[footnoteRef:24] Kong Tingxin’s 孔廷欣 Master’s dissertation, supervised by Xu Zhiping, methodically clarifies question marks raised by previous research before analysing the stories in turn, focusing on a different theme in each one.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Sun Kaidi’s 孫楷第Zhongguo tongsu xiaoshuo shumu 中國通俗小說書目 has records of Dou shi huan and Jinxiuyi; Lin Chen’s 林辰 Mingmo-Qingchu xiaoshuo shulu 明末清初小說述錄 contains a summary and general commentary on Dou shi huan, and Shi Changyu’s 石昌渝 Zhongguo gudai xiaoshuo zongmu 中國古代小說總目 has an entry on Dou shi huan. Hu Shiying’s 胡士瑩 Huaben xiaoshuo gailun 話本小說概論 contains entries on Dou shi huan and Jinxiuyi, but the entry for Jinxiuyi is erroneous.]  [23:  Zhou Huanan周華南 2009.]  [24:  Xu Zhiping 1998.]  [25:  Kong Tingxin 2009.] 


Meditations on the Ming-Qing Transition
The meditations on the Ming-Qing transition in the Ferryman’s works can be grouped into three main themes: the complex, conflicted symbolism of “Meihun huan”, sharp criticisms of the Ming dynasty’s defects, and the consequent re-appraisal of the traditional privileging of civil rather than martial arts.

Symbolism in “Meihun huan”
First, the symbolic evocations of the Ming dynasty in “Meihun huan” will be examined. “Meihun huan” tells the story of Nan Bin 南斌, who was born in the Chongzhen 崇禎 period (1627-1644) after his mother dreamed of a water dragon entering her belly; when he is born, the room fills with the scent of plum blossom. He is a precocious child, and shows early promise in the exams and in particular at poetry, but the examiner accidentally burns his paper and so fails him. He abandons his studies, and devotes himself to wine, poetry, and archery. He particularly loves the twelve plum trees that stand before his study, and successfully defends them from the ravages of Ming troops fleeing the Qing. He later travels to the capital to visit a schoolfriend, and visits the Ming tombs. He despairs at the way they have fallen into disrepair, and falls asleep under one of twelve plum trees planted by the Yongle Emperor and moved to the tombs after his death. 

He then enters a dreamland, where eunuchs ask him to shoot arrows at twelve golden medallions; for each medallion he hits, he will win a princess’s hand in marriage. He hits four in quick succession. The next day, he competes with two barbarian princes to hit two medallions: they both miss, while he hits both. He later marries all twelve princesses, and he and his wives sleep together, surrounded by magical bedcovers, hangings, and pillows. One day, a barbarian army invades, but Nan drives them off with his archery skills and returns triumphant. After an entire lifetime, suddenly the palace burns down, and he is separated from the princesses by a mysterious army.

He wakes up, and heads to Tianjin to find the princesses. He meets Gongmei 宮梅, a skilled diviner who has been possessed by the spirit of one of the princesses. She helps him make a fortune through curing illnesses with charms, and also dispenses good trading advice; in his travels, he gradually remarries incarnations of all twelve princesses. After living with them in the north, he returns to Zhejiang to see his parents. Feeling that his life in the real world does not match up the pleasures of the dreamland, he disappears back into the water, changing into a dragon. The next day, he arrives in a boat to take all the women across the sea.

The symbolism of the novella is centred around the image of the plum blossom, which permeates the story, linking Nan Bin, whose childhood name was “Plumboy” (Meilang 梅郎), the twelve princesses in the dream world, and the Yongle 永樂 period (1402-1424). The plum blossom is a particularly apt symbol for the nation at the time of the dynastic transition, due to its famed ability to survive and bloom through adversity. The story begins with a description of the Yongle era, in which it is claimed that the country was thriving so much even its plants did well:

So the story goes that when the Yongle emperor of the Ming dynasty ascended the throne, at that time the wind was gentle and the rain fell at the right time; the country was prosperous and the people at peace. It goes without saying that the myriad people were happy in their employment, and even plants and trees joyfully flourished. In the Imperial gardens, amazing flowers and rare blossoms offered their colours and fought to dazzle.

話說明朝永樂皇帝登基，此時風調雨順，國泰民安。莫說萬民樂業，便是草木也欣欣向榮。御園中奇花異卉，獻彩爭妍。[footnoteRef:26] [26:  “Meihun huan” 1:6 (4).] 


The description here betrays a clear nostalgia for this golden age, when the country was stable, powerful, and prosperous. Twelve special plum trees grew during this fortunate time, and were given names and dedicated attendants by the Yongle emperor; they were moved to his tomb after he died.[footnoteRef:27] These plum trees are thus symbolically endowed with the essence of the Yongle period, when the Ming dynasty was at its height. [27:  The novella either deliberately or accidentally distorts the reality here: in chapter 1, the tombs are located in a “Cangzhou” 倉州 70 li north of Deshengmen 德勝門 in Beijing. There is and was not a Cangzhou in that location, but the directions describe the location of the Ming tombs in what was then Changping prefecture 昌平州 exactly. In chapter 2, the location of the tombs shift: they are now in a (equally non-existent) “Cangping prefecture 倉平州”, 70 li west of Beijing. Moreover, chapter 1 states (correctly) that the Yongle emperor’s tomb is known as Changling 長陵, located in Kangshan 康山. Chapter 2 seemingly corrupts the location of the tombs to Kangling 康陵. In reality, Kangling is the tomb of the Zhengde 正德 (1505-1521) emperor. The shifting geography of the tombs heightens the dreamlike mood of the work.] 


This lost period is set in opposition to the chaos of the late Ming in which the main action of the story is set. According to the book, under the Tianqi 天啓 emperor (1621-1627) “all under Heaven was war, drought, and famine, and water monsters and mountain demons frequently appeared” 天下兵戈荒旱, 水怪山妖一時迭見.[footnoteRef:28] Nan Bin was born into this troubled time, just after a devastating flood caused a water dragon, the spirit of which entered his foetal body. When he was born, the “scent of plum blossom filled the room, only dispersing after a month” 梅香滿室，一月方散;[footnoteRef:29] the inclusion of this detail draws a link between him and the glories of the Yongle period. As he grows up, Nan Bin develops a special affinity with plum trees, composing a series of poems in their praise and caring devotedly for the twelve plum trees that grow in front of his study.  [28:  “Meihun huan” 1:8 (9).]  [29:  “Meihun huan” 2:13 (18-19).] 


The symbolic importance of the plum trees is demonstrated when waves of Ming deserters sweep through Nan’s area, fleeing the advancing Qing forces and raping and pillaging as they go.[footnoteRef:30] Nan hurriedly returns to his farmstead and prepares to protect it, reasoning that “Property can be buried, but all these plum trees will inevitably be destroyed if the deserters get in the gate- would that not be an end to my life?” 財物還可埋藏， 這許多梅樹，逃兵入門，必然盡毀了，豈不是斷送了我的性命?.[footnoteRef:31] He duly climbs a tree and shoots arrows at any deserters which come near, driving them off and winning their plunder for himself. This episode is particularly significant for the way in which Nan Bin has to protect the plum trees, invested with the spirit of the Yongle age, from the ravages of the troops deserting the armies of his successors. This modulates the sanctification of the glory days of the Ming expressed at the opening of the story: instead of straightforward loyalism to the defeated Ming, the work articulates a more complex range of feelings, incorporating nostalgia for the dynasty’s long-past heyday alongside an acknowledgement of the corruption and weakness that preceded its fall. [30:  Xu Zhiping interprets this passage as being a coded reference to the invading Qing forces. This interpretation rests on the assumption that the work has an exclusively anti-Qing, pro-Ming outlook, which as demonstrated below is not the case; the passage is therefore interpreted here at face value. Xu Zhiping 1998: 224.]  [31:  “Meihun huan” 2:19 (31).] 


This somewhat conflicted mood is heightened when Nan Bin visits the Ming tombs, and finds the tomb of the Yongle emperor:

All [Nan Bin] could see in front of the tomb were six trees on each side. The trunks of the plum trees were broad enough to embrace fully. As, since the change in dynasty, there was nobody to watch over the tombs, they had been taken for firewood by a motley array of troops for firewood; they had chopped off all the lush branches. Fortunately, the tree was big and its roots deep: it had grown more small branches off to one side which were blooming vigorously, and were exceptionally fragrant, very different to the plum blossoms at home. Nan Bin thought, “If even the newly sprouted branches of this plum tree are blooming like this, then, thinking about it, I cannot imagine how fragrant and magnificent, how bright and beautiful the flowers from the original branches would have been.” He mourned for his unfortunate fate, which led him to mourn for the unfortunate fate of the plum blossom. Embracing the plum blossom, he howled with tears.

只見陵前兩邊各有六株。梅幹有合抱之大，因鼎革以來，無人守陵，被雜兵採取為薪，將茂枝盡行砍去。幸樹大根深，從旁又生出小枝，開花正盛, 格外芳香, 比家下梅花不同。南斌忖道：此梅新抽小枝，開花尚且如此，想當初原枝所發之花，不知怎樣香華，如何豔麗。自傷薄命，因而傷梅花之薄命。竟抱著梅花，嚎啕大哭。[footnoteRef:32] [32:  “Meihun huan” 1:21-22 (37).] 


In this richly symbolic passage, Nan Bin mourns for the lost golden age of the Ming represented by the plum trees, wishing desperately that he had been around to witness it. The axes of the passing troops and the chopping of the trees’ larger branches mirror the war and chaos of the end of the Ming period and the dynastic transition. However, despite Nan Bin’s tears, the passage contains a note of optimism: the trees, like the nation, were big and deep-rooted enough to weather the hard times. The emergence of the small branches in full bloom, meanwhile, is a key detail: it hints that the replacement of the Ming by the Qing dynasty does not mark a final end, but will lead to fresh glories in the future.

However, when Nan Bin’s sorrow at past glories overcomes him, and he collapses under the plum tree and enters the dream world, the novella expresses a certain ambivalence towards the idea of foreign rule. After he has married four of the twelve princesses (who correspond to the twelve plum trees) by hitting the golden medallions, the twelve emperors of the dream world, corresponding to the twelve Ming emperors buried in the tombs,[footnoteRef:33] summon him. They explain that a barbarian king has requested that their two sons be married to two of their daughters. They cannot directly refuse him, for fear that this would spark conflict, but cannot bear to abandon their daughters to a foreign land. They have arranged for Nan Bin to take part in an archery contest with the two princes, hoping that he will win the hand of the princesses, show off the calibre of their country, and “send them off in submission” 含服而去.[footnoteRef:34] Though the princesses are deeply worried, having “heard tell that in foreign lands, they are extremely skilful at horseriding and archery” 聞知外國騎射甚精,[footnoteRef:35] both of the princes miss: the eldest prince shoots high and wide of the mark, while the younger one cannot fire his arrow far enough. Nan Bin then steps up and hits both medallions. [33:  There are actually 13 Ming emperors buried in Changping. It is possible that the Chongzhen 崇禎 emperor, who was buried in his consort’s tomb, is not counted in the novella, although he had been reinterred with full Imperial rites before the Qing forces crossed the Yangtze, and thus before Nan Bin visits the tombs. Another possibility is that the Ferryman simply had a numerological preference for the number 12: the work features 12 plum trees, 12 princesses, and 12 chapters.]  [34:  “Meihun huan” 3:29 (51).]  [35:  “Meihun huan” 3:29 (51).] 


This ethnically charged conflict reflects a desire for China to once again have the military strength to triumph over outside invaders. The barbarians, though called man 蠻, a term associated with non-Han groups living to the south of the country, are linked to the Manchus: the usual derogatory terms for non-Han groups originating to China’s north, such as hu 胡 and yi 夷, were commonly avoided in early Qing works for fear of offending the new rulers.[footnoteRef:36] The contest is given a sexual edge by the imperative to protect the Chinese princesses from being possessed by foreigners: the episode has echoes of the Han dynasty tale, mentioned in “Xiezhen huan”,[footnoteRef:37] of Wang Zhaojun 王昭君, an Imperial consort who was married off to the Xiongnu under coercion, in an attempt to defuse the threat they posed. In this fantasy world, Nan Bin protects the princesses, who as spirits of the plum trees are linked to the essence of the nation, from the foreigners and takes them for himself. His reward is a “ménage a treize” with all of the princesses, surrounded by miraculous bed furnishings: for example, a troupe of female musicians appear from out of the bed hangings to serenade the lovers. [36:  Chen Yuan 陳垣1997: 24.]  [37:  “Xiezhen huan” 4:92 (181).] 


Later on, the barbarians, dissatisfied with the outcome of the contest, invade, “entering deep into our territory, killing and pillaging the people, abusing the women, and tormenting the common people” 深入我境，殺掠人民，凌辱婦女，荼毒我百姓.[footnoteRef:38] Nan Bin leads a formidable army to counter them, and after killing ten enemies with ten arrows, sends them fleeing. In addition to playing out a desire to defeat the Manchu invader, this episode also mirrors the earlier depiction of the fleeing Ming troops. Both groups of soldiers act the same, pillaging goods from the people and raping women as they go. Nan Bin’s victory over them is achieved in the same manner both times, by using his superior archery skills to kill some and send the rest fleeing. Furthermore, both incidents are foreshadowed in the same way: Nan Bin shoots a crow out of the sky before the deserters arrive, and shoots a bird in flight as he sets off to fight the barbarians. These two parallel incidents are characteristic of the somewhat ambivalent and conflicted outlook on the transition expressed in the novellas. [38:  “Meihun huan” 4:40 (75).] 


While the two episodes above express a profound desire for Chinese military superiority over the foreign invader, the exchange between Nan Bin and the princes before the contest begins constructs an image of Chinese cultural and physical superiority:

[The princes] had a savage appearance, and a short frame; they had the look of the inhabitants of a barbarian state. Nan Bin greeted them formally, and they sat down in guest and host positions respectively. After tea had been offered, Nan Bin said, “I have long admired your great state. Thank you for troubling yourselves to honour us with a visit”. The princes babbled away, replying in a great stream of barbarian. Nan Bin did not understand, and merely bowed.

面貌猙獰，身材短小，是蠻邦人品。南斌與之行禮，賓主位坐下。獻茶過了，南斌道：“久仰大邦，有勞光降”。那世子哩哩羅羅，回了一番蠻語。南斌不曉，只是打恭。[footnoteRef:39] [39:  “Meihun huan” 3:31 (55).] 


Physically, the tall and handsome Nan Bin strikes a sharp contrast to the short and brutish barbarians. Nan Bin’s impeccable manners, and the scrupulous, almost patronizing, politeness with which he speaks to his guests, are juxtaposed with the stream of gibberish that the princes reply with. He is similarly polite to them during the contest, before winning it effortlessly in another demonstration of his superiority.

The dream sequence ends with the palace being burned down as Nan Bin’s life of pleasure is cut short by a mysterious army, who separate him from his twelve princesses. Here, the identity of the troops is not made clear. This incident seems to be a comment on the destructiveness of chaos; a mournful lament for a golden age lost to unrest. It is, however, difficult to read it as a straightforward characterization of the transition: the novella’s earlier apocalyptic depictions of the Tianqi and Chongzhen eras are hard to reconcile with the charmed life of pleasure Nan Bin leads in the dream palace. The dream sequence ends on a resolute, forward-looking note, however. Rather than passively reminisce about his vanished paradise, Nan Bin decides that “even if it was a dream, I still need to go and search for them [the princesses]” 縱然是夢，也要去追尋一番.[footnoteRef:40] This, combined with the image of the new green shoots sprouting from the plum trees, suggests that despite the poignancy of the passing time and the changing era, it is necessary to look forward and strive to re-attain the glories of the Yongle period.  [40:  “Meihun huan” 5:43 (80).] 


Criticism of the Ming
The example of “Meihun huan” demonstrates that although the Ferryman’s works are not entirely comfortable with the idea of Manchu rule, they do not seek to idealize the Ming. In fact, criticisms of the Ming are to be found far more frequently than criticisms of the Qing throughout the collections.

Attitudes to the Ming among those who experienced the transition vary markedly. Some figures, such as Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613-1682), were scathing about the late Ming, pinning the cause of the Ming defeat on a prevailing heterodox philosophies,[footnoteRef:41] shameless corruption among officials,[footnoteRef:42] and laxness in the ruler’s laws combined with factionalism.[footnoteRef:43] Others, such as Chen Chen 陳忱 (c.1614- after 1666), the author of Shuihu houzhuan 水滸後傳 (Water Margin: A Sequel), were more celebratory, rather optimistically characterizing the Wanli 萬曆 (1573-1620) period (which he barely knew) in poetry as a lost golden age of peace, prosperity, and security.[footnoteRef:44] Meanwhile, in other poems and the novel itself, he criticizes the officials advising the emperor for causing the dynasty’s downfall, thus sparing the emperor himself responsibility.[footnoteRef:45] A similar theme emerges in works of vernacular short fiction, which generally prefers to protect the image of the emperor (in particular the Chongzhen emperor) by ascribing the poor government seen towards the end of the dynasty to the influence of bad officials, or simply to the machinations of fate.[footnoteRef:46] The novellas of the Ferryman, however, go further than these examples. Not only is the Ming dynasty depicted as being thoroughly corrupted as far back as the Zhengde period, the novellas are more forthright in ascribing blame for the situation to the failings of the emperor. [41:  Rizhi lu 日知錄 7:154.]  [42:  Rizhi lu 13:314.]  [43:  Rizhi lu 5:114.]  [44:  Widmer 1987: 32.]  [45:  Widmer 1987: 32, 67.]  [46:  Xu Zhiping 1998: 248.] 


“Xiezhen huan” in particular presents a deeply cynical view of Ming politics. In contrast to “Meihun huan”, this novella has far fewer fantasy elements, and features a sometimes dizzyingly complex plot. It is set in the Zhengde 正德 period of the Ming (1505-1521), and tells the story of Chi Yuanhua 池苑花, a poor son of an upright yet disgraced minister. Inspired by his father’s collection of paintings, he decides to study painting, and hangs ten paintings of women around his home. One night, Yan Feifei 燕飛飛, a woman in one of the paintings, steps down and introduces herself. She and the other women from the painting spend all day playing music and chess, but disappear back into the paintings when Chi arrives home.

One day, powerful bully Shan Mingyuan 山鳴遠 is next door, visiting his secret concubine Li Chuiyang 利垂楊. His wife Hai Yuezhu 海月珠 bursts in and catches them, tying Li up and sending her to her own home. She spots Chi through a crack in the wall, and decides to take him for her lover. However, her letter arranging the tryst is intercepted by Li Chuiyang’s brother Li Qingqian 利青錢, and he takes Chi’s place; Hai sneaks him into her room and hides him in the wardrobe. Meanwhile, Shan Mingyuan falsely accuses Chi of stealing the paintings of the women, and gets his friend the magistrate to put out an arrest warrant. Yan Feifei overhears them, and warns Chi, who escapes to the capital and takes the name of her sister’s vanished fiancé. He goes to stay with Feifei’s painter uncle Yan Ruluan 燕如鸞, and marries Feifei’s sister. His reputation as a skilled painter soon spreads. Meanwhile, Hai sends Li Qingqian, who she believes to be Chi Yuanhua, to the capital to work for her father and find protection from the arrest warrant. However, Hai’s father finds out that Chi is wanted and prepares to execute him. At the last minute, Li slips away, and a condemned prisoner is executed in his stead.

The Emperor commissions Chi to make some pornographic paintings, which Chi does very well. The Emperor is delighted, and Chi is rewarded handsomely. He also requests to marry Shan Mingyuan’s two sisters; Shan is exiled in disgrace for corruption. Chi then reveals his true name, and is given an official position. He enjoys a night of passion with all the women from the paintings, before growing interested in Daoism and disappearing with Feifei.

The central conflicts of the plot are driven by political corruption, and references to the sordid state of the politics of the day abound. The bully Shan Mingyuan, or “Tiger Shan” 山老虎, can throw his weight around with impunity, as his father is a minister with links to powerful eunuchs. He, “thanks to his father’s power, ‘donated millet for his name to be announced’ and was recently selected as the governor of Guanghua county, Huguang” 他又虧父親之力，納粟奏名，新選了湖廣光化縣知縣.[footnoteRef:47] Shan’s success is contrasted to the fate of hero Chi Yuanhua’s father Chi Huang 池篁, a “loyal, virtuous, and upright minister” 忠賢正直之臣[footnoteRef:48] who was falsely accused by the historical “Gang of Eight” 八黨 eunuch faction, leading to his imprisonment, the confiscation of all his property, and eventual death. [47:  “Xiezhen huan” 1:72 (142).]  [48:  “Xiezhen huan” 3:85 (169).] 


Alongside the familiar enemies of corruption and factionalism, “Xiezhen huan” contains even sharper criticism of the Zhengde正德 (1505-1520) emperor himself. The historical emperor spent long periods away from court in the border town of Xuanfu 宣府, much to the frustration of his officials.[footnoteRef:49] This is reflected in the novella: when he appears in “Xiezhen huan”, he is not in the capital but “in a brothel in Xuanfu town, taking his pleasure with a beautiful courtesan” 在宣府鎮上行院人家，與美妓取樂.[footnoteRef:50] He sends a messenger back to the capital demanding a pornographic painting, which Chi executes outstandingly: he is highly innovative in the twelve sexual positions he depicts. The eunuch Shangguan Gao 上官高 is delighted with the painting and immediately offers Chi the choice of an official position or great riches as a reward. When the emperor finally returns, a full two months later, he commissions Chi to paint another pornographic painting, containing no fewer than thirty-six depictions of him having sex with different consorts. As a result of these paintings, Chi is given a position in the Ministry of Personnel, the emperor arranges his marriage to Minister Shan’s daughters, he is showered with untold riches, and officials high and low lavish him with gifts; he also manages to arrange the posthumous pardon of his father. The contrast between his meteoric rise and the  treatment meted out to his father for his brave and forthright counsel constitutes a biting satire on the corruption of Ming politics: Ming officialdom is a world in which the normal values are inverted. The Emperor’s absence from affairs of state and the consequent power of palace eunuchs is also satirized more gently by Shangguan Gao, who commissions Chi to make a painting of him “at leisure” to give to the Emperor after he returns from his roaming. The painting depicts Shangguan Gao working hard to review Imperial memorials by lamplight: technically the Emperor’s own job.  [49:  Geiss 1998a: 418-420.]  [50:  “Xiezhen huan” 6:103 (204).] 


“Mei Chanjuan” also criticizes the corruption of the Ming. This story is set amid the turbulence of the “Japanese” pirate incursions of the Jiajing 嘉靖 period (1521-1567). The widower Jiang Gancheng 江干城moves to Yangzhou to start trading salt, but is so distracted by the pleasures of the city that he does not do much business. One day, after the troubles have ended, he visits a brothel and meets Meijuan 媚娟, who he immediately falls in love with. They spend five days together before he is chased off by the madam. He goes to fetch more silver, but his servant has gone out to look for him and locked the door, so he cannot find it. By the time he gets back to the brothel, Meijuan is busy with another client. It is five days before Jiang can get back in. During this time he foolishly shows his friend Feng Renbian 馮人便 all his silver, telling him he intends to buy Meijuan out from the brothel. Feng later sneaks into Jiang’s lodgings with a copied key and steals all his silver. When Jiang finds out, he simply returns to the brothel and gives all he has to the madam. When she chases him out again he has no money and nowhere to go. He ends up hauling timber in Guazhou 瓜州. 

One day, Meijuan hears of Jiang’s fate from Feng, and asks him to visit her. She gives him some silver and tells him to go into business and come back and see her the next year. When passing through Hangzhou, he calls in to see some of his dead wife’s family. Both their daughters were abducted in the unrest, but he notices that the old mother resembles Meijuan. He questions Meijuan when he next sees her, and finds out that she is indeed one of their daughters. She gives him more money, and asks him to buy her out when he has made enough. He goes to the capital to sell tea, making a huge profit.

He makes enough money to buy himself an official position. Using these new connections, he calls in a favour from the prefect, who forces the madam to give him Meijuan for nothing. They marry. Meanwhile, Feng Renbian dies, and, feeling guilty about stealing the silver, specifies that his wife should remarry Jiang. It turns out that his wife is Meijuan’s sister. The sisters are reunited with their family in Hangzhou, and Jiang proceeds to his post in glory.

The story opens with depictions of the chaos left in the wake of Xu Hai’s 徐海 (? - 1556) pirate incursions. Though praising Xu Hai’s generosity, courage, strategic acumen, and disdain for money (all attributes, coincidentally, that the officials in the story conspicuously lack), the narrator adds that he was sent by Heaven to wreak apocalyptic retribution on the people of southeast China. His men kill, rob and abduct their way through the countryside, as refugees flee before them. Despite this pirate brutality, government troops are portrayed not as saviours but as a threat, as this poem lamenting the plight of displaced people shows:

Moving, moving, who knows where they will rest? The road is their home, the woods their grave.
Meeting someone, panting, they ask about the road ahead; the road ahead is also blocked by government troops

行行知在何方歇，路是家鄉林是穴。
逢人帶喘問前途，前途又有官兵截。[footnoteRef:51] [51:  “Mei chanjuan” 1:795 (10).] 


The misery unleashed by the pirates suffuses the tale. Meijuan and her sister were both abducted from their families, and their brothers killed; their mother cried herself blind as a result. When Jiang Gancheng returns to the once-prosperous city of Yangzhou from the mountains, he finds the city a shadow of its former self. The depictions of this chaotic time resonate with similar scenes of the transition in “Meihun huan”: the setting of Yangzhou, so brutally besieged by the Qing forces in 1645, also heightens the sense that the pirate incursions of the Jiajing period are a foreshadowing of the turmoil that would follow nearly a century later.

The root causes of this turmoil are hinted at later in the novella. After making a handsome profit selling tea from the south in Beijing, Jiang Gancheng decides to purchase a military position, despite his seeming lack of any aptitude outside of physical strength: his successes in trade are down to Meijuan providing him with capital. Neither is he inspired by any patriotic duty: “Such troubled times as these are when people are employed… firstly, I can honour my ancestors, and secondly I can tie up my matter with Meijuan” 值此擾攘之時，正是用人之際……一則榮祖宗，二則可以完媚娟之事.[footnoteRef:52] He soon thinks again, though, reasoning that he risks “losing both profit and fame” 利名兩失 if anything went wrong with the purchase; it is significant that these are his primary concerns.[footnoteRef:53] However, he changes his mind yet again when he meets his former servant, who can introduce him to the right people. The servant tells him straight away, without having to ask his master, that the appointment will cost him 400 liang, and after a perfunctory inspection of his martial skills, he is put in charge of the defence of Ningbo. [52:  “Mei chanjuan” 5:818 (80).]  [53:  “Mei chanjuan” 5:818 (80).] 


Jiang then returns to Yangzhou to marry Meijuan. Ironically, it is harder and more expensive to buy out a prostitute than it is to become a general. He offers the madam 500 liang, which she refuses; he then coerces her into giving Meijuan up with the prefect’s help. As he sails towards his post, Meijuan’s sister Lugu, now Jiang’s second wife, tells him stories about Xu Hai and his talented ex-courtesan wife Wang Cuiqiao 王翠翹. Jiang only then seems to realise what his new job may entail:

[Jiang said] “…The court stated that in this area the Japanese barbarians have only just retreated, and that they are anxious to prevent them from re-entering, so they must garrison it with a talented general, and so I was given this position. But I am afraid that Xu Hai still has surviving followers in hiding– I cannot be too cautious!”
Lugu said, “‘When one person [i.e., the Emperor] is good, a myriad people can rely on them’. Do not worry, my dear”.

「……朝廷道此地倭夷甫退，恐防再入，須以將才鎮之，故授此職。但恐徐海尚有餘黨潛藏，不勝兢業耳！」
祿姑道：「『一人有慶，兆人賴之。』郎君勿慮。」[footnoteRef:54] [54:  “Mei chanjuan” 6:828 (112).] 


This passage neatly satirizes Jiang’s lack of qualifications for his job, while making a wider point about Ming military unreadiness and corruption. Lugu’s response, citing the ancients to reassure him that he can rely on the worthy emperor he serves under,[footnoteRef:55] can only be taken ironically: the Jiajing period saw the sacking of the suburbs of Beijing by the Mongols in 1550 and the domination of power by Yan Song 嚴嵩 (1480-1567) and his son, while the emperor failed to consult with his officials for years at a time.[footnoteRef:56] In this novella, the decline and corruption of the post-Yongle period Ming dynasty is laid bare, and the ultimate responsibility laid at the door of the emperors. [55:  Cf. Shang shu zhengyi 尚書正義 19:29:544:  一人有慶，兆民賴之.]  [56:  Geiss 1998b: 476.] 


Re-Appraising wen and wu

In addition to concerns at the foreignness of the new dynasty and the corruption of the old, the fiction of the Ferryman also expresses a profound disillusionment with the traditionally dominant and prestigious civil arts (wen 文), in particular the classics. The novellas portray a renewed emphasis on the martial arts (wu 武) as the key to China’s future: with the two complementary spheres placed back into balance, China can avoid chaos and foreign domination.

Abandoning examinations
A recurrent theme in the novellas narrates the talented protagonist deciding to abandon attempts to pass the civil examinations for an alternative career, either in the military or something else entirely. The issue of whether to take the Qing dynasty examinations and thus serve the new dynasty was a live political dividing line in the early Qing, pitting loyalists against “twice-serving officials”. The “twice-serving officials” frequently came in for mockery in vernacular fiction: Qingye zhong 清夜鐘 (Bell on a Clear Night) and Doupeng xianhua 豆棚閒話 (Idle Talk Under the Bean Arbour) both ridicule such figures.[footnoteRef:57] However, characters who sit the examinations in “Meihun huan”, “Huan jiayi” and “Yi xiupu” are not censured for it, suggesting that the fiction of the Ferryman has no problem in theory with serving the Qing.[footnoteRef:58] In these collections, the move away from the examinations is instead symptomatic of a deeper shift away from the civil arts.  [57:  i.e., Doupeng xianhua豆棚閒話 no.7; Qingye zhong 清夜鐘 j.4; see Xu Zhiping 1998: 209-212.]  [58:  Xu Zhiping 1998: 209.] 


This is encapsulated in the hero of “Meihun huan”, Nan Bin: his very name is a combination of the characters for wen and wu. However, despite his prodigious talent at poetry, a closer look at the character reveals that wu is actually emphasised over wen. He gives up on his studies after his top-ranking examination paper was accidentally burned by the marker, an incident symbolizing an unfair and arbitrary examination system. After this, the only link he retains to the civil arts is his poetry: his copies of the Classics are “left in a high pavilion” 置之高閣.[footnoteRef:59] When he later visits his old schoolfriend Zhu Shou 諸綬 in the capital, he is bored stiff by the way Zhu “buries his head in studying” 埋頭讀書,[footnoteRef:60] and soon leaves to seek adventure. The opposition this implies between the closeted world of the civil examinations and the free-roaming possibilities of the military world is expressed in clearer terms when Nan Bin decides to give up his studies: [59:  “Meihun huan” 2:18 (29).]  [60:  “Meihun huan” 2:21 (35).] 


Seeking fame through writing: that is called a tether. Even if I succeeded it would try my patience. Of the ancients, Ban Zhongsheng (Ban Chao, 32-102) cast away his brush and was awarded a dukedom; he achieved success in foreign lands. Those sour scholars who recite seven-character verses and write eight legged essays– after they studied old Ban deeply, they could only stick out their necks and bite their tongues. Why not practice archery thoroughly, and then in the future I can master the warp of the civil arts and weft of the martial arts, and gallop through the Imperial capital?

文字功名，謂之繮鎖。便成就來也不耐煩。古人中如班仲升，投筆封侯，立功異域。那些吟七言做八股的酸學，究竟了老班，只好伸頸乍舌。何不如精習彈射，日後可以經文緯武，馳驟皇都。[footnoteRef:61] [61:  “Meihun huan” 2:17 (28).] 


The personification of the two spheres, in the military hero Ban Chao and the astonished “sour scholars”, make it clear where Nan Bin’s preferences lie, and which is of most benefit to the nation. Furthermore, the reference to Ban Chao, who made his name invading Central Asia for the Han empire, also resonates with the desire for a military triumph over China’s non-Han neighbours evident in the dream sequence. 

Nan Bin is not the only one of the Ferryman’s heroes to spurn the conventional path of studying for the civil examinations. The theme reappears in “Huan jiayi”, which focuses on the Hua family of three brothers. While the eldest, Hua Yuren 花玉人, is a good, moral, man, the middle brother, Hua Xiaoren 花笑人, overindulges in the vices of wine, women, and anger. Hua Yuren is recruited to serve in Shaanxi, and leaves his wife Wenzi 文姿 in the care of his brothers, who start running an inn.

Hua Xiaoren soon runs into trouble when scholar Yun Shangsheng 雲上昇stays in Hua’s own room at the inn and is woken up by a neighbour’s wife who sneaked round to have sex with Hua; Hua then overcharges and beats the scholar the next day. The scholar notifies the authorities, and Hua is placed in shackles. They have to pay out so much money to resolve the situation that they have to close the inn.

Meanwhile, Hua Yuren is very successful in Shaanxi through his stern refusal to be tempted by wine, women, or anger. Yun is posted to the same area, and they become sworn brothers. Back home, however, Hua Xiaoren hatches a plot with his friend Wu Xincheng 烏心誠: they will fake a letter telling of Hua Yuren’s death and sell Wenzi to another husband. She is taken in by the letter, but refuses to remarry, so they tell the man they have found, Zhang Hongyu 張洪裕, to burst into their home and abduct the woman in mourning clothes. 

Wenzi hears of the plot and swaps clothes with Hua Xiaoren’s wife Qin 秦, who is duly abducted. Hua runs after her, but cannot catch up with the boat, and drops the money he received for her in his panic. Hua Yuren then returns home in glory and, after getting over the shock of seeing his own mourning tablet, is reunited with his wife. He receives a succession of visitors while Hua Xiaoren shuts himself in his room, ashamed. He eventually faints from lack of food, and revives determined to turn over a new leaf. Yun Shangsheng, now prefect of Jining, where Hua Xiaoren’s wife was taken, helps reunite him with his wife. All live happily ever after, though Wenzi is punished for the trick she plays on Hua’s wife by not having any sons.

The moral paragon in “Huan jiayi” is the eldest Hua brother Hua Yuren. He is a xiucai at the age of 19, and “as long as he held a book in his hand, he even forgot to eat. Therefore, his bosom was suffused in all the civil classics and military strategies” 只是捏了書本，連吃飯都忘了。故此文經武策，無不淹貫胸中.[footnoteRef:62] He is precisely the type of character that one might conventionally expect to end up winning zhuangyuan by the end of the story. However, Hua follows a different path: he is invited to become a military strategist at the frontier. He readily agrees, saying, [62:  “Huan jiayi” 1:706 (7).] 


Thinking about it, up until now I have studied these books until they are worn through, but still cannot stretch to get my name in the examinations. There is no benefit in struggling for it. A man’s ambitions lie to the four directions: heading out to do some great deeds is a good thing.

我想, 向來把這書本兒讀破了，巴不上一名科舉，爭他無益。男兒志在四方，便出去做些事業也是好的.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  “Huan jiayi” 1:708 (12).] 


The wording he uses, of turning his ambitions outwards in order to achieve great things, is strikingly similar to the terms in which Nan Bin phrased his own military ambitions. At the same time, the futility of trying to make progress in the civil examinations is underlined. Hua duly makes a great success of his military posting, and is rewarded with a triumphant “homecoming in brocade clothes” 衣錦還鄉.

Chi Yuanhua, the hero of “Xiezhen huan”, also turns his back on the study of the Classics in disillusionment: “when he was young, [the family] naturally hired a tutor and he studied. When he was grown up, seeing that attaining scholarly fame had caused his father’s death, he cast aside examination writings and took his sole joy in poetry and song” 幼年自然延師讀書。及至長成之時，見父親以功名致歿，竟丢了舉業文章，單喜的是詩詞歌曲.[footnoteRef:64] Like Nan Bin, he abandons the Classics while retaining an enjoyment of poetry and song, his father’s fate serving as a demonstration of the ultimate futility of the civil arts. He is resolute in his decision: when father-in-law Yan Ruluan tells him that his talents in qu poetry mean that he will easily pass the examinations, Chi replies that “Your son-in-law’s heart has never been in attaining fame in the examinations; I really take pleasure in the trade of my father-in-law [i.e. painting]” 小婿素心不在功名，甚喜岳父之業.[footnoteRef:65] [64:  “Xiezhen huan” 1:68 (133). ]  [65:  “Xiezhen huan” 5:96 (190).] 


The desirability of the characters’ move away from the civil examinations is demonstrated by the way this brings them sexual partners. It is Nan Bin’s martial archery skill, rather than his poetic talents, which allows him to marry the twelve plum princesses by hitting the medallions. This is a striking subversion of the archetypal caizi-jiaren 才子佳人 (scholar-beauty) romance, which, as the name suggests, foregrounds the male protagonist’s literary talent: the novella’s meticulous ranking of each wife and the way that Nan Bin attracts wives without working too hard to search them out are reminiscent of classic tales in the genre.[footnoteRef:66] Nan Bin is happy with his chosen path: he remarks that “in past years I read a myriad books through; it was better to study one painting of Zhang the Immortal [i.e., study archery]” 昔年讀盡萬卷書，不如學一張仙圖.[footnoteRef:67] Later, as he sleeps with his princesses, he remarks that “this pleasure, even if I won zhuangyuan, could not be matched” 這般受用，雖中狀元，亦不及也.[footnoteRef:68] [66:  McMahon 1995: 126.]  [67:  “Meihun huan” 3:25 (43).]  [68:  “Meihun huan” 6:59 (113).] 


Similarly, Chi Yuanhua in “Xiezhen huan” does not find that literature brings him sexual satisfaction. Towards the beginning of the novella, he exchanges suggestive poems with Yan Feifei, and tries to tempt her down from the painting to drink and sleep with him. Nothing happens, and he is left sitting alone and frustrated. Chi only has sex with Yan Feifei when she comes to him in a dream towards the end of the novella; his real-life marriage to the Shan sisters is facilitated by his talents in pornography. Finally, in “Mei chanjuan”, Jiang Gancheng finally marries Meijuan due to his bought prestige as a military official; scholarship does not enter into the equation.

The imagined re-balancing of the civil and military spheres seen in the novellas is clearly a reaction to actual historical deficiencies in the organization of the late Ming military. In 1598, Lü Kun 呂坤 (1536-1618) submitted a prescient memorial, in which he warned:

Now, the oversights in national defence are evident. There are three major encampments of soldiers to protect the capital; half the horses are exhausted and half the men are old and weak. There are soldiers on the nine borders for defence against foreign invaders; they are all brave when it comes to coercing their superiors and timid when it comes to facing battle. 

今國家之防禦疎略可知矣。三大營之兵以衛京師也，乃馬半羸敝，人半老弱。九邉之兵以禦外寇也，皆勇於挟上，怯於臨戎。[footnoteRef:69] [69:  Ming shi 明史 226:5938.] 


The lack of attention and funds given to the military was compounded by the effects of squabbles and intrigue between civil officials spilling over into the military. One notable incident involved the firing of Xiong Tingbi 熊廷弼 (1598-1625), an experienced commander who riled his civil superiors with his frank and arrogant ways. He was replaced by a subordinate from a primarily civil background, whose inexperience lost the Ming all their territory east of the Liao river in less than a year.[footnoteRef:70] [70:  Atwell 1998: 600.] 


The hypocrisy of learning
The disillusionment in civil scholarship felt by Chi Yuanhua and the others is mirrored in the often rather cynical way in which the characters deploy their “learning”. In “Meihun huan”, Nan Bin, then a lowly doctor, cures Dong Jie’s 東階 three daughters of a mysterious illness. Dong had offered their hands in marriage to whoever cured them, but is reluctant to wed his daughters to someone of such low social status and so sets him a further test. He must compose poems on the daughters’ names, all of which incorporate the character for “plum”, mei 梅: Yumei 玉梅, Baimei白梅, and Hongmei 紅梅. Nan Bin immediately writes out three poems he wrote previously on the topic of plum blossom, amazing Dong and his daughters:

Dong Jie read them and silently sighed in praise: “These poems- all three of them are excellent. Of old, it was said that Cao Zijian composed a poem within seven steps, taking him as a talented scholar for this. Now, looking at this scholar, he composed poems in three steps; seven steps doesn’t count for anything.” 

東階看了，暗中讚嘆道：「這詩，三首俱佳。古稱曹子建七步成章，以為才子，今觀此生，三步成章，七步不足數也。」[footnoteRef:71] [71:  “Meihun huan” 6:55 (104-105).] 


Having won their respect and admiration for these three poems, he then repeats the trick at the banquet that evening, copying out three more poems he had written long ago. Though he did write the poems himself, the praise he wins is down to the impressive speed at which he appears to compose them. The episode calls into question the authenticity of ostentatious displays of literary talent. 

Similar episodes appear in the other novellas. In “Mei chanjuan”, when the barely educated Jiang Gancheng first visits Meijuan, he immediately delivers elegant and pointed assessments of the paintings hanging in her room. The narrator explains:

Readers, you must know that up until now Jiang Gancheng had absolutely none of these handsome words or this dashing attitude. Furthermore, he did not study profoundly– how could he know how to appreciate themes and characters? It’s just because when he was living in the mountains to avoid the unrest, he bought several works of fiction, which he often read; this was the cause of his cleverness and broad-mindedness…his [observations] set off [the paintings] in an outstanding way, seeming like the way of speaking of a talented scholar.

看官們，要曉得江干城向來這些俊俏的口角、風騷的態度，俱是沒有的，況且讀書不深，那曉品題人物？只因避亂山居時，買了幾部小說，不時觀看，故此聰明開豁。…… 點綴絕佳，竟似一個才人口角。[footnoteRef:72] [72:  “Mei chanjuan” 1:797 (16-17).] 


Jiang Gancheng’s impressive-sounding artistic observations are revealed to be not the result of great talent and hard study, but are instead harvested from fiction, the lowest of the literary genres. As with Nan Bin’s recycled poems, the ease with which he fraudulently wins praise for his “talent” betrays a deep disillusionment at the hypocrisy involved in the sphere of wen.

Another similar, episode is found in “Yi xiupu”. This is perhaps the most didactic of the Ferryman’s works, expressing a powerful opposition to the practice of female infanticide common in Fujian. It opens with an extended disquisition on the subject, which expresses its disagreement to the practice largely in practical rather than moral terms: don’t drown your daughters, because they might be useful to you in your old age. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The story centres around two sisters, Fengniang 鳳娘and Yanniang 燕娘. Fengniang has three daughters before encouraging her husband to find a concubine, who later bears a son. Yanniang later marries herself. Her first pregnancy results in a daughter, and she drowns the baby straight away. Her next pregnancy results in twin daughters, which, in a particularly dark episode, she drowns in a bucket of bloody water. For her third pregnancy, she bears a son, Gong Bang 宮榜, who she spoils. She has a fourth daughter, who is also unwanted, but this one is abandoned on the riverside.

The son turns out to be a wastrel, and refuses to learn from the tutors the family hire. When he grows older, he gambles away the family money and then leaves to join a theatre troupe. Yanniang and her husband Gong Fang 宮芳 are left in dire poverty. They begin to regret killing their daughters. Meanwhile, Fengniang’s family is thriving, as the son of the concubine sails through the examination system to become a jinshi. Her three daughters are all very filial, and have married good husbands. Her house is a warm, busy place, in stark contrast to Yanniang’s.

As it happened, the abandoned daughter was picked up by a childless local fisherman Bao Liang 鮑良 and his wife Shan 單 and named Gui’e 桂娥. Gui’e is then adopted for a second time by the wealthy Mei 梅 family. Mei, who also has a wastrel son, sees Gui’e playing and is impressed when she can complete a couplet. He plans to marry her to a good family, so keeps her story a secret.

Gui’e is eventually married to Fengniang’s son Lin Ding 林鼎, and Yanniang reveals that she is her mother. Yanniang and her husband, and Bao and his wife, all move in to Fengniang’s house. Lin Ding, passing through Hangzhou, sees Gong Bang performing, and takes him back home to be reunited with his family. Gui’e is thus credited with ensuring the prosperity and unity of the extended family.

The character of Gong Bang presents a perfect opportunity for the Ferryman to satirize the obsession with learning. When he is one year old, Yanniang holds a nazhou 拿周 ceremony for him: Gong Bang is placed on a mat surrounded by a selection of objects, with the idea being that the objects he picks up will determine his future career. Gong Bang unerringly picks out the black hat, red robe, black boots, and decorated belt of an official, delighting his watching family. They conclude that he is destined to succeed in the examinations and become a powerful official: little do they realise that he will end up a lowly actor, wearing an official’s costume on stage.

When his schooling begins, Gong Bang’s lack of talents starts to become more obvious. His inadequacy is mirrored by the dishonesty and hypocrisy of his tutor, the ironically named Ma Bianbao 馬變豹.[footnoteRef:73] The only thing Ma successfully managed to teach Gong is how to steal from his family. One Mid-Autumn Night, Ma makes him memorize the second half of a couplet. At the feast, he pretends to test Gong Bang in front of his father Gong Fang: [73:  Cf. “A gentleman transforms like a leopard” [i.e. grows more beautiful through self-cultivation] 君子豹變. Zhou yi zhengyi 周易正義 5:204.] 


Ma Bianbao feigned thinking for a while, and then said to Gong Bang, “’At midnight, the stars are as big as flying arrows’; you complete the couplet”. Gong Bang’s two eyes flipped heavenwards, and he shook his head and skull, as in his mouth he recited “The mid-autumn, the mid-autumn, moon is like, moon is like, an embroidered, an embroidered, ball, ball. Uh, uh…”. After “uh”-ing for what seemed like half a day, he finally put together the line, and said, “The mid-autumn moon is as round as an embroidered ball”. Ma Bianbao then clapped his hands and raised his shoulders, shouting out, “Marvellous! Marvellous! How great that he completed it character by character, but [the line] is coherent and whole, like it all came from one breath!” Gong Fang also felt delighted.

馬變豹假意想了一回，對宮榜道：「半夜星如飛彈大，你可對來。」那宮榜兩眼翻天，搖頭搖腦，口中念記「中秋、中秋、月似、月似、繡、繡，裘、裘。噯、噯……」，噯了半日，方才湊出一句，說道：「中秋月似繡裘圓。」馬變豹便拍掌抬肩，高叫道：「妙！妙！虧他逐字兒對來，卻又一氣渾成。」宮芳也覺歡喜。[footnoteRef:74] [74:  “Yi xiupu” 4: 766.] 


The only person present who doubts Gong Bang’s scholarship stays quiet, for fear of causing embarrassment. This episode further deepens the sense of disillusionment with scholarship and learning which runs throughout the novellas: displays of literary talent are compromised and hypocritical.

Conclusion
Han Chinese attitudes to the new dynasty were sharply split on regional lines. Northern Han Chinese, perhaps because of having endured far worse banditry in the final years of the Ming, made up 80% of prominent Qing officials in the early years of the dynasty.[footnoteRef:75] The south, on the other hand, put up widespread and fierce resistance to the Qing, resulting in massacres in Yangzhou and Jiading.[footnoteRef:76] As the wealthy southern region was China’s cultural centre, it is perhaps not surprising that loyalist perspectives, however nuanced, predominated in literary culture.  [75:  Wai-yee Li 2006: 5; Wakeman 1986: 1129.]  [76:  Dennerline 2002: 88.] 


The Ferryman’s stories provide a slightly different perspective: the sentiments expressed in these anonymous works in a marginal genre lack the lofty romanticism of loyalty pledged to a departed empire as expressed by Chen Zilong, the personal introspection and nostalgia found in the poetry of Wu Weiye, or the redemptive loyalism of the poems of Qian Qianyi. Their ambiguous and conflicted outlook on the dynastic transition expresses something more practical: a limited coming to terms with the new dynasty. They certainly express a profound disquiet with foreign rule and an intense yearning to reassert Han military and cultural dominance over their “barbarian” neighbours. However, this is not the totality of their response to the new dynasty: it coexists with hints of a more hopeful, forward-looking mood, in which a return to stability, peace, and prosperity under the Qing is entirely conceivable. The new dynasty is presented as a fact of life in “Meihun huan”, the novella which explicitly mentions the transition: the core loyalist issues of whether to serve the Qing, resist them, or refuse to take the examinations simply do not come up. In general, the novellas are more concerned with the tragic consequences of political instability than they are with abstract ideas of loyalty. In this sense, the meditations expressed in the novellas are as much a reaction to a perceived national decline over centuries as to the dynastic transition itself.

This is reflected in the unusually frank, de-idealized way in which the politics of the post-Yongle Ming dynasty are portrayed, with the rot reaching all the way up the social scale to the emperors. The profound disillusionment with the Classics and the civil arts in the novellas perhaps arises from awareness of this long decline, which generations of scholars and examinations could not stem and arguably exacerbated. Meanwhile, corruption and the obsession with the civil arts left the dynasty without a Ban Chao-style military figure who could subdue foreign invaders. The representation of the Ming in the novellas seems to call into question the value of narrow loyalty to the fallen dynasty: the goal should instead be how to find stability and re-attain the glories of the Yongle period under the new dynasty.

Nevertheless, despite this rather hard-headed, practical outlook, the novellas also acknowledge the poignancy of epochal change. As Nan Bin disappears into the ocean, he sings a wistful song referring to past Chinese military triumphs, before concluding that “Rising in the east, sinking in the west oh, sun and moon are hard to keep” 東升西沒兮日月難留.[footnoteRef:77] The characters ri 日 and yue 月, which combine to make the character ming 明, form a coded reference to the Ming dynasty. This song encapsulates the ambiguous attitude to the transition expressed through the Ferryman’s fiction. It evokes historical memories of bygone eras in which the Chinese were able to militarily dominate their neighbours while casting the fall of the Ming in a melancholic light. At the same time, there is a pronounced air of resignation: this is no loyalist call for resistance. The transition is depicted as a quasi-natural phenomenon, no more possible to undo than the setting of the sun.  [77:  “Meihun huan” 6:64 (125).] 
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