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Abstract

The social phenomenon in which people excessively pursue novel and luxurious
items in defiance of sumptuary laws and use high-level and prohibited items is known
as “Wu Yao”. This study examines the development of Wu Yao phenomena from the
Han Dynasty to the Ming Dynasty. It focuses on the long-suppressed material desires
of common people, the control of mass consumption by the emperors, and the
phenomena of the masses violating sumptuary laws. The thesis analyses the roles of
different classes in luxury consumption and the changes in class structure under the
commodity economy. It particularly investigates the literati group, exploring their
shift in mindset from being pioneers against material desires to becoming advocates
of luxury consumption. In the thesis, the vulnerability of the elite group in imperial
China is explained. It summarizes the social power structure of imperial China based
on rituals and cultural patterns and examines the impact of materialism on the
hierarchy.

This thesis presents a comprehensive overview of traditional Chinese material
culture by discussing the commodity economy, luxury consumption and artworks
within the context of Wu Yao. It explores the secularization of culture and art, as well
as the impact of the commodity economy in the late period of imperial China. In
addition to portraying the prosperity of materialism, the study delves into the hidden
crime problems during the Ming Dynasty, particularly the rise in female crimes. The
research analyzes the phenomena of Wu Yao across various regions of imperial
China, including local agriculture, industry, commerce, and handicrafts. It examines
the level of residents’ consumption and discusses regional consumption differences in
imperial China.

This thesis delves into the sumptuary laws implemented by the rulers of imperial
China in response to the Wu Yao phenomenon. It compares these laws with those of
other countries during the same period, analyzing the similarities and differences in
legislative purpose, content, enforcement methods, and punishment measures.
Additionally, it explores the underlying reasons for the ineffectiveness of sumptuary

laws globally.
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Introduction

Chinese literati referred to the societal phenomenon of people excessively
pursuing novel goods, disregarding regulations for lavish consumption, and using
high-level and prohibited items as ‘“Wu Yao’. They believe that the phenomena
would lead to a social crisis and bring misfortune to the country.

The origin of the term Wu Yao was linked to natural phenomena. In the Shang
Dynasty(1600 BC-1046 BC), the ancestors of Chinese people were often confronted
with the pressures of nature and society in their daily lives. Natural disasters such as
floods, snowstorms, and droughts were huge challenges that were difficult for
Chinese ancestors to predict. Fierce animals, like tigers, wolves, bears and leopards,
threatened their safety. Moreover, conflicts with other tribes affected their survival.
Out of the human instinct to avoid harm, Chinese ancestors made divination about the
good or bad fortune of daily affairs. In the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), people
associated natural phenomena with the virtue of emperors and the rise and fall of the

country. Some signs were known as auspicious omens, such as the occurrence of

sweet rain H &, a strange growing rice crop 327k or two trees with different roots,
the upper branches of which are joined together RiEE, soft winds and good weather
K ARG, the brightness of the stars in the sky and the appearance of colourful

clouds = £ K Z=, which meant a good vision of the country.! On the contrary, if

various natural disasters occurred, such as floods and snowstorms, people called them
Yao, which were thought to be warnings given to emperors from gods. Han

Confucians associated the emperors’ behaviours with various strange phenomena,

forming the Wu Xing Biography F1T4& that warned the emperors and the public.

On this basis, it was compiled by Ban Gu into the Wu Xing Zhi H1T7&.2 Fu Yaois a

! (Ming) Yao Lii $kp%. Lu Shu FT4:. Fu Zhou: Fujian People’s Publishing House, 2008, 30.
2 (Han)Ban Gu ¥E[&. Han Shu X F, Wu Xing Zhi {T3. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1962, 1352; (Song)

Ouyang Xiu BXFR{E.The New Tang History ¥iFE. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1975, 873.
1



very important category of Wu Yao. It is written in Wu Xing Zhi 1T that ‘If the

emperor doesn’t dress appropriately, it is not respectful to the sovereign power

granted by gods, the country will appear unrest and suffer from floods, which is the

serious consequence of the emperor’s Fu Yao. 2% , BARR , BREIE , &

TR, BE , BRI, Ancient literati, represented by Confucians,

believed that a bad omen was a reminder from heaven that human behaviour did not
conform to the natural laws and will of gods. Not only did emperors act in accordance
with the will of the gods, but so did ordinary people. There could also be serious
consequences if a person of lower social status used items that did not fit his status.

During the Tang Dynasty (618-907) and the Song Dynasty (960—-1279), with the
prosperity of the economy and the improvement of manufacturing technology, the
phenomena of Wu Yao were becoming more and more common. In the Tang
Dynasty, the government issued a ban on luxury goods to restrict the enjoyment of the
lower classes, and the ruling class had a monopoly on luxury goods to maintain their
status. The popularity of foreign culture in the Tang Dynasty also affected Wu Yao.
Wu Yao reached its peak in the Ming Dynasty. Social consumption styles changed
from simple and crude to extravagant, expressing the quantity of household goods as
profligate and the quality as refined. People’s attitudes towards unusual clothes,
exquisite houses and carriages, the customs of weddings or funerals and the ways of
entertainment had changed. The emergence of so-called luxury was seen as a sign of
economic development and rising living standards. Some people held the belief that it
was not a big deal that many people had unnecessary consumption beyond practical
needs to show off their wealth. The public changed their opinion about luxury goods
and emphasised the economic function in society. People also affirmed the active
engagement in industry and business and the pursuit of wealth. In the luxurious social
atmosphere of the Ming Dynasty society, the details of the sumptuary decrees were
more intricate and complex. There were strict regulations on the use of gold and other
precious materials by ordinary people. They were only allowed to wear one piece of
gold jewellery and could not use gold, jade, coral or amber on their hats.

Due to the diverse internal causes of Wu Yao, when the economic structure of
traditional agricultural society changed, the commodity economy developed, and the
surplus agricultural population increased, especially in the middle and late Ming

2



Dynasty. During this period, commodity production expanded, the variety of goods
increased, rural market trade flourished, the urban economy prospered, and foreign
trade developed. The rise in material living standards provided objective conditions
for people to pursue fashionable and luxurious items. When the economic structure
changed, so did the social structure. The status and prestige of artisans and merchants
rose, and it was common for people, including the literati, to abandon agricultural
production and pursue industry and commerce during the Ming Dynasty. The increase
in the number of practitioners led to fierce competition in the industry, and artisans
had to upgrade their professional skills to produce exquisite products no matter the
cost. These artisans were originally regarded as pests who profited from their skills,
sapped the blood and sweat of farmers and eroded the foundations of society.
Although they created a glorious material civilisation, they were rarely recorded in
historical books in early times. The situation changed when people began to pursue
luxurious crafts. Many famous artisans were good at painting and poetry and were
mostly cultured. The artworks they produced were exquisite in craftsmanship and
elegant in taste, which conformed to the aesthetic of the literati and were praised by
mainstream society.

It was clear that the literati could not be ignored during the development of Wu
Yao. Confucianism influenced the majority of the literati. In ancient Confucian
tradition, the ideal personality was based on cultivating oneself, focusing on self-
discipline, advocating frugality and suppressing extravagance, and making one a
righteous gentle person who could live a poor and simple life. Before the Ming
Dynasty, the literati generally believed that it was correct to restrict material desires
and extravagance, which was helpful in building a peaceful society. However, in the
Ming Dynasty, the attitude of the literati changed. At the same time, the originally
despised commerce flourished, the social economy revived, social wealth gradually
accumulated, and people’s material desires began to expand. The weakness of the
Ming government and the impact of the commodity economy made people doubt the
traditional ritual and cultural model. A second standard of value, wealth, emerged. As

an example, the representative figure Lu Ji (1515-1552) put forward the idea that

luxury could make wealth in his book Jianjia Tang BEEEZE > He believed that

3 (Ming) Lu Ji Btit§. Ming Ren Wen Ji Yu Ming Dai Yan Jiu B AXESBARHZE. Taipei: The Association for

Ming Studies, 2001, 134.
3



social production and consumption were a whole. High social demands stimulated the
development of commodity production, which in turn promoted the circulation of
commodities. The literati, who were in high class and played an important role in
social aesthetics, changed their attitude towards Wu Yao because of bleak political
prospects and low income. Some of the literati started businesses and began to learn
practical skills. The literati, with extensive knowledge and unusual ways of thinking,
set off the ideology of emancipation that brought about a period of unprecedented
academic, technological and cultural prosperity.

In imperial China, emperors imposed sumptuary laws with the primary goal of
differentiating between social classes and limiting public luxury consumption.
However, despite the ban, the public continued to use high-level items in private and
defied the prohibition on luxury. Attempting to manage the public’s daily lives in this
way was ineffective. The failure of sumptuary laws may be due to complications in
the ban on luxury, its slow updates, and challenges in implementation. Was Wu Yao
just a single social phenomenon that briefly existed in imperial China? From a global
perspective, the pursuit of luxury goods by the public worried the government and the
upper class. In other words, the upper-class law enforcers did not hate luxury.
However, the increasing focus on goods from lower-class people and the abuse of
luxury goods gradually blurred the social hierarchy. Judging a man’s class through his
dress, food and utensils was no longer possible. Like the sumptuary laws issued in the
Ming Dynasty(1368—1644), Europe, Japan and other countries promulgated legal
provisions restricting luxury consumption and distinguishing different use levels of
items. Wu Yao and the increasing demand for non-daily necessities were typical
phenomena in the transition period of various countries. Studying the establishment
and implementation of sumptuary laws in imperial China and other countries, we can
see the consistency of early European and other countries in distinguishing classes
and restricting consumption. The failure of sumptuary laws meant that the capitalist
consumption model took effect in countries including imperial China, and new

consumption standards based on taste were born.

*

It is essential to examine the emergence and development process of Wu Yao, as
well as the measures to deal with Wu Yao and the changing attitudes of various

classes. This involves analysing historical documents, including official records,
4



folklore, literature, local chronicles and aesthetic appreciation manuals. It is worth
discussing and focusing on the significant impact of the development of the
commodity economy on the ritual and cultural model of imperial China, which
extends to other countries of the same period and is not just limited to imperial China.
The literature review section focuses on research results related to Wu Yao. Texts
indirectly related to Wu Yao but referenced in the discussion will also be noted.

In her PhD project, Materialism: A Study of Wu Yao in Ancient China (2019), Fu
Xiaotong describes in detail the origin of Wu Yao, the classification of Wu Yao, and
social issues hidden behind material desire.* However, her study focuses on the
description of the Wu Yao phenomenon and the excavation of historical documents
without discussing the relationship between Wu and ritual culture. Fu’s thesis talks
about the pursuit of luxury consumption by literati in the Ming Dynasty. It is more
important to explore the reasons behind this behavior. This thesis will explore the
underlying causes behind luxury consumption through a detailed study of the political
environment of the Ming Dynasty, the career choice of the literati at that time, the
change of social class and other factors. Its aim is to verify the instability of the
hierarchy in imperial China under the background of Confucian culture.

Compared with the special studies of Wu Yao, there are relatively more studies
of Fu Yao. According to scholars’ different academic backgrounds, the depth of the
studies, and different discussion logics, the studies can be divided into the following
three types. The first type of study focuses on the classification of Fu Yao, including
clothing, shoes, hats, make-up, hairstyles and accessories. Chen Baoliang’s essay, The
Ethical and Fashionable Worlds of Ancient Chinese Clothing (2013), discusses the
rapid changes in society from the mid to late Ming Dynasty.> Some people were
interested in fashionable and unusual clothes, including the strange phenomenon that
men wore women'’s clothing or women wore men’s clothing, which led to Fu Yao.
The essay by Liu Lu, Textual Research on the Origin of “Costume Demon”: On
Weird Costume under the Unification of Costume in Han Dynasty (2016), uses the

word “Costume Demon” to describe people’s pursuit of unusual clothes. ¢ She

4 Fu Xiaotong, 2019. “Materialism: A Study of Wu Yao in Ancient China. ” PhD dissertation, Nanjing Unversity
of the Arts.

5Chen Baoliang, “The Ethical and Fashionable Worlds of Ancient Chinese Clothing”, Art & Design Research,
n0.04(2013), 32-39.

¢ Liu Lu, “Textual Research on the Origin of Costume Demon: On Weird Costume under the Unification of Costume

in Han Dynasty”, The Science Education Article Collects, n0.02(2016),168—69.
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broadens the classification of Fu Yao and holds the belief that Fu Yao also includes
exotic ethnic clothing. In Fu Yao Phenomenon in Song Dynasty (2014), Li Jinghong

argues that Fu Yao in women’s clothes in the Song Dynasty mainly referred to the
clothing that violated social customs, the clothing that did not conform to the rituals,
and the clothing worn by people because of political dissatisfaction.”

The second type of study explores the causes of Fu Yao. For example, A Humble
Opinion on Fu Yao in Ancient China (1998), written by Pan Xiaoming, provides a
historical discussion of Fu Yao in ancient China, arguing that there are various
reasons for Fu Yao, such as the high classes’ control of social wealth, which provides
the material basis for the emperors, the royal family and nobility who preferred
expensive and beautiful clothes.® The material conditions for the production of
unusual clothes were also present in the folklore. Besides, Pan Xiaoming claims that
the personal reasons of the wearers were complex. People might wear unusual clothes
perhaps out of curiosity, attraction to the opposite sex, or reluctance to be constrained
by etiquette. The third type of study explores the meanings hidden behind Fu Yao.
The essay, 4 Perspective on Fu Yao in the Han Dynasty (1995), edited by Zhao Mu,
discusses the relationship between Fu Yao and the literati in the Han Dynasty, arguing
that Fu Yao was not dependent on the will of the literati.” Fu Yao was popular at that
time and is still popular in later generations, even far abroad. However, he does not
further discuss how it prevailed and its specific performance. Li Jianguo and Meng
Lin’s essay, Fu Yao Before the Tang Dynasty (2006), focuses on Fu Yao and claims
that Fu Yao reflected people’s pursuit of beauty, individual liberation and the public’s
panic and helplessness facing social unrest.!® Various scholars have different

opinions, but they all agree that the central connotation of Fu Yao is arrogance. In
Dress and Ethnicity: Change Across Space and Time (1995), Jonne Eicher and

Joanne Bubolz move the focus from the colour, style and pattern of textiles and

accessories themselves, their forms and meanings, to the people who wear them.!!

7 Li Jinghong, “Fu Yao Phenomenon in Song Dynasty”, Journal of Hengshui University , n0.16(2014),114-16.
§ Pan Xiaoming, “A Humble Opinion on Fu Yao in Ancient China”, Zhejiang Arts & Crafts, n0.01(1998):15-19.
 Zhao Mu, “A Perspective on Fu Yao in the Han Dynasty”, Journal of Liaoning Educational Administration
Institute, n0.03(1995):75-78.
10 1i Jianguo and Meng Lin, “Fu Yao before Tang Dynasty”, Wuhan University Journal (Philosophy & Social
Science),n0.04(2006),427-33.
' Eicher, Joanne Bubolz. Dress and Ethnicity: Change across Time and Space. Oxford: Berg Publishers
Limited, 1995,xiv—316.
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The authors also examine how people use their outfits to transform, conceal, resist
and accommodate identities. Eicher and Erekosima’s paper shows how clothing
become an active medium for the interplay of ethnicity, gender and social structures.

Currently, research on Fu Yao is focused on classifying Fu Yao and trying to
understand its causes. This study aims to delve deeper into the transformation of “Fu
Yao” into “Wu Yao”. Additionally, exploring the origin of the term “Yao” in Chinese
culture and its usage in different contexts is believed to aid in understanding the
meaning and principles of using the term “Wu Yao”.

Wu Yao refers to breaking sumptuary laws, living a luxurious life or using high-
level items that do not fit his status. Some historians believe that these changes were
related to commercial activities. When discussing capitalism in China, Wu Han
explores various aspects such as handicraft factories, commercial cities, coastal
commerce, inland bureaucratic landlords and the opinions of people of that time. Wu
Han also analyses the development of the monetary economy and literature (1960).
According to Wu Han, significant changes took place during the Zhengde to Jiajing
period (1506—-1566) in the Ming Dynasty.!? Liu Zhiqin’s essay titled “4 Preliminary
Study on Urban Customs in the Late Ming Dynasty” (1984) examines the impact of
commercial capital on urban dress, ethics and moral values during the late Ming
Dynasty. Liu Zhiqin argues that although there were some social changes during that
time, they were primarily limited to urban areas with thriving commerce and
consumer populations, while rural areas remained relatively unaffected by luxury.!3
Zhang Chunshu and Luo Xuelun argue that during the late Ming Dynasty, significant
economic changes led to the development of a commercial economy, resulting in
social and cultural changes that created a new lifestyle (1998).!4

In 1609, a literati named Zhang Tao published his journal in which he used
changing seasons as a metaphor to describe the process of societal corruption in
China’s Ming Dynasty. The book The Confusions of Pleasure, Commerce and
Culture in Ming China (1998) by Timothy Brook refers to Zhang Tao’s views and
discusses the commercial development and cultural changes in the Ming Dynasty in

four stages: winter (1368—1450), spring (1450-1550), summer (1550-1644), and

12 'Wu Han. Deng Xia Ji. Beijing: Joint Publishing Company, 1960, 106.
13 Liu Zhiqin. 4 Preliminary Study on Urban Customs in the Late Ming Dynasty. Shanghai: Fudan University
Press, 1984, 190-208.
14 Zhang Chunshu, Luo Xuelun. Socio-Economic Changes and New Cultures in the Ming and Qing Era: Social
Cultures and Modernity in the Era of Li Yu.Shanghai Classics Publishing House,1998.
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autumn (1642-1644).1> The early Ming Dynasty was a peaceful and quiet winter. The
mid-Ming Dynasty was a boisterous spring, followed by a summer of indulgence and
confusion, madness and dryness, and the last season was autumn, a season of
confusion. Fu Yiling’s book An Exploration of the Citizen Economy in Jiangnan in
the Ming Dynasty (2007) discusses the changes that occurred during the Ming
Dynasty.'® Fu argues that the Jiajing period of the Ming Dynasty (1522-1566)
marked a turning point, with changes taking place primarily in the Jiangnan regions
and coastal areas. Chen Baoliang argues that the Ming Dynasty had theatrical
characteristics (2005). Baoliang believes that there was a historical shift in society
after the Zhengde period (1506—1521), with ordinary people enjoying more luxuries.!’
According to Xu Hong, the changes in the social atmosphere of the Jiangsu and
Zhejiang regions during the Ming Dynasty can be divided into three phases (2021). '8
During the early period, from the Hongwu to Xuande period (1368—1435), there was a
frugal and equal social atmosphere between the nobles and the ordinary people. From
the Zhengtong to Zhengde period (1436—-1521), the country did not undergo
significant changes in the middle period. In some regions, ordinary people’s lives
became more luxurious due to the increasing prosperity of the commodity economy.
In the late period, during the Jiajing period (1522—1566), previously luxurious regions
became even more extravagant, and gradually, most areas that used to have simple
customs became more luxurious than before.

According to the literature, it is commonly believed that people started admiring
luxury during the Ming Dynasty. In the book An Exploration of the Citizen Economy
(2007), Fu Yiling argues that during the late Ming Dynasty, the growth of the
commodity economy in Jiangnan regions brought about changes in urban social
relationships, which impacted society.!® The ordinary people were no longer content
with living a simple rural life and gradually desired more luxurious lifestyles. Chang

Jianhua introduces the concept of “daily consumption” (1994).2° He uses the example

15 Timothy Brook. The Confusions of Pleasure, Commerce and Culture in Ming China. Berkeley: University of
California Press,1998.
16 Fu Yiling. An Exploration of the Citizen Economy in Jiangnan in the Ming Dynasty Beijing: Zhonghua Book
Company, 2007, 209.
17 Chen Baoliang. General History of Chinese Customs. Shanghai Literature & Art Publishing House, 2005, 14.
18 Xu Hong. The Age of Enlightened Sage: A Collection of Essays on the Social History of the Ming and Qing
Dpynasties. New Taipei : Linking Publishing Compant, 2021, 58-85.
19 Fu Yiling. An Exploration of the Citizen Economy in Jiangnan in the Ming Dynasty Beijing: Zhonghua Book
Company,2007, 317-319.
20° Chang Jianhua. “On the Changes of Social Consumption Customs in the Ming Dynasty.” Nankai Journal,
n0.04(1994):53-63.
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of the Waleng hats FL#518. This kind of expensive hat that used to be worn by the

rich was worn by almost everyone in the Wanli period (1573—-1620), and the price of
the hat also dropped significantly. According to Chang, there were three main reasons
for the lavish spending during the Ming Dynasty. First, the centralised power
mechanism of the monarchy had a significant impact. Second, changes within the
literati group also played a role. Finally, changes in the socioeconomic structure
stimulated this behaviour.

Qian Xiaohong holds the belief that people’s views on extravagance changed
from the Ming Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty based on local chronicles and other
sources. In Extravagance and Its Evolution in the Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty
(2002), Qian introduces the concept of luxury in his opinion. According to Qian,
luxury refers to the cost of an item exceeding its basic needs. He also identifies certain
improper and unnecessary items and activities as luxury, as well as consumption that
is not commensurate with the income of the common people. Consumers may make
exaggerated comparisons, or the rituals surrounding certain matters may be
cumbersome.’!

In his essay titled An Analysis of the Nature and Effects of Consumption in
Jiangnan during Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty (1988), Wang Jiafan explores the
consumption patterns in the Jiangnan region during the late Ming and early Qing
dynasties.??> He delves into various aspects of consumption, such as food, housing,
clothing, furnishings, weddings, funerals, entertainment, folk beliefs, imperial
examinations, officialdom, concubines and prostitution. Wang Jiafan presents many
data to highlight the spending patterns of individuals who were extravagant and
sought novelty items. Daily food consumption accounted for a small portion of their
expenses. The high consumption of wealthy people was mainly reserved for
weddings, funerals, antiques, luxurious homes, and even bribes for officials. Some
even spent extravagantly on their brothel concubines. Wang Jiafan argues that
because of the high proportion of political and luxury consumption, the high

consumption in Jiangnan was still traditional aristocratic luxury consumption. This

2l Qian Xiaohong. “Extravagance and Its evolution in the Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty.” Historical Research,
n0.04(2002):96-117,190-91.
22 Wang Jiafan, “An Analysis of the Nature and Effects of Consumption in Jiangnan during Ming Dynasty and
Qing Dynasty.” Academic Quarterly of the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, n10.02(1988):157-67.
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spending only leads to a false sense of economic prosperity and is not conducive to
the country’s development.

Some researchers have conducted studies on consumerism related to clothing,
food and housing. For instance, Wu Ren-Ju’s essay Luxurious Women: The Consumer
Culture of Jiangnan Women in the Ming and Qing Dynasties provides evidence that
the Ming people spent considerable money on extravagant clothing to flaunt their
wealth.?? Similarly, Lin Liyue’s essay Costumes and Customs: The Vogue and
Opinion on Luxury Clothes of Ordinary People in Late Ming China discusses how the

).2* Qiu Zhonglin’s research

public frequently broke the sumptuary laws (1999
examines how the Ming people were fond of valuable furs (2009).° Regarding diet,
the book Ming People’s Tea Drinking Life Culture (1996) by Chih-ho Wu delves into
the tea-drinking habits of people in the Ming Dynasty.?¢ Wang Hongtai analyses the
restaurants and teahouses during the Ming Dynasty (2000).2” According to Xu Min’s
essay “Banquets and the Social Communications of the Learners of Jiangnan in
Middle and Late Ming Dynasty” (2000), major restaurants began to pay more
attention to their store environment and product packaging in the mid-Ming
Dynasty.?® Xu Lin argues that the literati during the late Ming Dynasty enjoyed
feasting to relieve their depression and loneliness (2005).%° In Wu Renshu’s essay
The Consumer Culture of the Literati in the Late Ming Dynasty—An Examination of
Household Furniture as a Case Study (2005), he critically examines the furniture
consumption of the literati during this time.>* Chih-ho Wu (2002) and Zhou Zhenhe
(2005) both noticed that people were keen on travelling in the late Ming Dynasty.3!

Yu Baohang argues that the regulations governing officials’ use of sedan chairs and

23 Wu Renshu. Luxurious Women.: The Consumer Culture of Jiangnan Women in the Ming and Qing Dynasties.
Taipei: San Min Book, 2005.
24 Lin Liyue. “Costumes and Customs: The Vogue and Opinion on Luxury Clothes of Ordinary People in Late
Ming China .” New History, n10.03(1999):111-157.
25 Qiu Zhonglin,“Warmth, Ostentation, and Power: A Culture History of Valuable Furs in the Ming Dynasty.”
Bulletin of the Institute of History and Philology Academia Sinica, n10.80(2009):555-631.
26 Chih-ho Wu. Ming People’s Tea Drinking Life Culture. Taipei: Group of Ming Studies, 1996.
27 Wang Hongtai, “Restaurants and Public Social Life in Ming and Qing Dynasties.” New History, n0.03(2000):1—
48.
28 Xu Min. Restaurants and Public Social Life in Ming and Qing Dynasties. Shijiazhuang: Hebei Education
Publishing House, 2000.
2% Xu Lin, “Banquets and the Social Communications of the Learners of Jiangnan in Middle and Late Ming
Dynasty.” Social Science Front, n0.02(2005):152-156.
30" Wu Renshu, “The Consumer Culture of the Literati in the Late Ming Dynasty—An Examination of Household
Furniture as a Case Study.” Zhejiang Journal, n0.06(2005):93-102.
31" Chih-ho Wu, “Leisurely Shanshui Lifestyle of Ming Dynasty.” Chinese Studies, 10.06(2002):101-130; Zhou
Zhenhe. “The Traveling Fashion in Late Ming Dynasty and Its Relationship with Geography:A Research on the
Anthologies of Literators in Ming.” Journal of Fudan University, n0.01(2005):72—-78.
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carriages, based on their official positions, were ineffective during this period
(2007).> Fan Shuzhi discusses folk beliefs in the Jiangnan regions and the excessive
consumption related to sacrificial ceremonies (2004).3

When exploring the concept of Wu Yao in imperial China, most scholars’
attention has been on the roles of emperors, literati and wealthy merchants in luxury
consumption. In addition to more in-depth study of the emperor, literati, wealthy
businessmen, this study will also pay more attention to the overlooked group of
artisans, examining the role of artisans and the changes in their social status.
Additionally, it is worthwhile to investigate how the artistic preferences of artisans,
influenced by literati, have impacted Chinese material culture. Moreover, while
discussions of Wu Yao often highlight the positive effects of commercial
development on the nation and common people, the thesis will also examine the
overlooked increase in criminal activities linked to commercial prosperity. It will
specifically explore the criminal issues associated with Wu Yao during the Ming
Dynasty, including the relatively uncommon crimes committed by women.

Some historians have studied social changes in specific regions, such as Jiangnan

or the cities surrounding the Jiangnan area. In the book BA{X LR 1 itk #l E D HF 3%

(1988), Japanese scholar Masao Mori examines the land systems and official fields of
Jiangnan and the Yangtze River Delta during the Ming Dynasty.>* The book focuses
on cities such as Suzhou, Songjiang, Changzhou, Zhenjiang, Jiaxing and Huzhou. In
another book, Jiangnan during the Ming Dynasty (1999), Mamoru Kawakatsu argues
that Jiangnan was in its early stages during the Song and Yuan Dynasties but matured
after the Jiajing period in the Ming Dynasty.>> Kawakatsu explores the relationship
between commodity production in various districts and the development of Jiangnan.

Kawakatsu provides evidence that the production and circulation of cotton and silk

commodities were highly competitive. In REIZ#H (725 EH O F TE (1982),

Masatoshi Tanaka examines silk production in the Jiangnan region, as well as the role

32 Yu Baohang.“Perspective and Interpretation Model of the Social Ethos Transition in the Late Ming Dynasty.”
Journal of Dalian University, n0.01(2007):17-21.

33 Fan Shizhi. “The Folk Belief and Luxury Trend in South of Yangtze Towns.” Journal of Fudan University,
n0.05(2004):107-116.

34 Masao Mori. B3I L it HI E D3R, Kyoto: RIEENRIE AR, 1988.

35 Mamoru Kawakats BB IR HEEH S S AFR-FRE & H LR O ESE 2. Tokyo: REHHFE,1999.
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of silk merchants.>® Yasushi Oki's book titled BRI 0 HARZAL (2004) provides

a brief overview of the state of book publishing in Jiangnan towards the end of the
Ming Dynasty.>” The book discusses the increase in the number of publications,
changes in the location and pattern of publication, and the reasons behind the
prosperity of the publishing industry. The author points out related factors such as
technological advancements, the supply of raw materials and engraving workers, and
the market demand for books. Additionally, Yasushi Oki analyses mass
communication and highlights famous publishers such as Chen Jiru and Feng
Menglong.

Philip Huang’s book The Peasant Family and Rural Development in the Yangzi
Delta, 1350—1988 (1990), studies the living conditions of farmers in eight villages in
the Yangtze River Delta.®® Huang argues that the commercial growth of the Yangtze
River Delta during the Ming and Qing dynasties was possible due to smallholder
family production and the trade in small commodities, such as cotton products and
grain production. Huang shows that instead of expanding, the large-scale agricultural
production units based on wage labour disappeared after the 17th century, leading to
the dominance of small family farms. Wu Ren’an describes the influence of
commercial capital in the Jiangnan region during the Ming Dynasty on the daily lives
of its inhabitants(1987).%°

In his book Research on Jiangnan Cities in the Ming and Qing Dynasties (1999),
Wang Weiping examines how the concept of valuing business and money gained
popularity in Suzhou, despite the prevailing belief that pursuing a career as an official
was the ideal.* Weiping also discusses the phenomenon of extravagant consumption
and the violation of sumptuary laws. Feng Xianliang examines the lavish spending on
funeral ceremonies in Jiangnan regions (2006).*! According to Zhang Chuanyong’s

essay The Natural Geographical Environment and Burial Customs (2008), the people

3¢ Masatoshi Tanaka. FEICH (TR hHFMHTOFIE  TEORRK- BEWHEZ DO, Tokyo: F4ELH,
1982.
37 Yasushi Oki. BASRSIRID HAR3ZL. Tokyo: FFIZHIAR, 2004.
3% Huang, Philip C. The Peasant Family and Rural Development in the Yangzi Delta, 1350-1988. Redwood City:
Stanford University Press, 1990.
3% Wu Renan. “A Preliminary Study on Social Customs in Jiangnan during the Ming Dynasty.” Social Scientist,
n0.02(1987):39-46.
40 Wang Weiping. Research on Jiangnan Cities in the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Beijing: People’s Publishing
House, 1999.
41 Feng Xianliang. “Grave and Free Graveyard: Life and Environmental Protection in Jiangnan in the Ming and
Qing Dynasties.” Chinese Social History Review, n0.07(2006):161-184.
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in the Jiangnan area selected special burial sites and special burial ways to avoid the
adverse effects of the natural environment, such as dampness and insect infestation.*?
Niu Jiangiang analyses the economy, commercial agriculture, industry and daily life
of Jiangnan regions (1997).** Fu Yiling’s book An Exploration of the Citizen
Economy in Jiangnan in the Ming Dynasty (2007) investigates the wealthy
households in Jiangnan, the textile industry and worker uprisings.** In the book The
Development of Commerce in Jiangnan during the Ming and Qing Dynasties (1998),
Fan Jinmin explores commodity production, circulation, markets and merchant
groups.*

The Jiangnan region and its surrounding areas have garnered significant attention
from scholars. Liu Tongbiao and Cai Kejiao posit that folk customs in the Wenzhou
region underwent significant changes during the mid to late Ming Dynasty (2007).%¢
Wang Zhijuan’s essay provides evidence that the extravagance of the Huizhou region
was impacted by local merchants (2006).47 Zhao Jianqun argues that the Fujian
region, influenced by Jiangnan, became popular in luxury consumption (2004).43
Jianqun points out that both the coastal and inland areas in Fujian paid attention to
exquisite clothing, food and elaborate grand banquets. Wang Rigen and Zhang
Zongkui analyse the influence of Confucian and maritime culture in Fujian on local
folk customs (2005).#° The current researches on consumption in imperial China
primarily focus on the Jiangnan region and its surrounding areas, leaving a gap in our
understanding of consumption in other regions. In order to provide a more
comprehensive analysis of consumption patterns in the context of Wu Yao, this study
classifies the regions into three categories. It aims to analyze the influence of

geographical location, industry, commerce, handicrafts, and other factors on the daily

42 Zhang Chuanyong. “Customs Formed by the Soil—The Natural Geographical Environment and Burial Customs
in the Jiangnan Area during the Ming and Qing Dynasties.” Chinese Social History Review, n0.09(2008):258-283.
43 Niu Jianqiang. Ming Dai Zhong Hou Qi She Hui Bian Qian Yan Jiu. Taipei: Weijin Publishing House, 1997.
4 FuYiling. An Exploration of the Citizen Economy in Jiangnan in the Ming Dynasty. Beijing: Zhonghua Book
Company, 2007.
45 Fan Jinmin. The Development of Commerce in Jiangnan During the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Nanjing
University Pulishing House, 1998.
46 Liu Tongbiao, Cai Kejiao. “On the Phenomenon of Wenzhou Folk Custom Deviation in Late Ming Dynasty.”
Journal of Wenzhou University, n10.01(2007):36-41.
47 Wang Zhijuan.“On the Extravagant Style in Huizhou from the Middle and Late Ming Dynasty to the Qianjia
Period.”Journal of Suzhou College, n0.03(2006):31-33.
48 Zhao Jianqun.“Regional Manifestation of Fujians’ Luxurious Consumption Fashion in Ming and Qing
Dynasty.”Journal of Fujian Normal University, n0.06(2004):115-120.
49 Wang Rigen, Zhang Zongkui.“Looking at the Social Customs of Fujian in the Late Ming and Early Qing
Dynasties from the Wensu Lu.” The Journal of Chinese Social and Economic History, n0.01(2005):74-82.
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consumption habits of people in each region. The goal is to demonstrate the existence
of regional differences in mass consumption in imperial China.
In Wu Yao’s phenomenon, people’s views on luxury changed. Wu

Shenyuan(1984), Chen Xuewen(1984) and Lien-sheng Yang(1961) analyse the luxury

theory of the representative figure, Lu Ji ftif8.° Chen Guodong argues that Lu Ji’s

view of advocating luxury was that while individual families could advocate frugality
to accumulate property, it may not be aligned with the economic situation of society
as a whole (1994).°! Fu Yiling compares Lu Ji’s idea with Bernard de Mandeville’s
theory. Fu Yiling not only affirms that Lu Ji’s opinion of “advocating luxury and
depreciating thrift” embodied the impact of the commodity economy on ideology but
also argues that the development of production after the middle of the Ming Dynasty
had indeed caused the intensification of social waste (2007).°? Instead of using their
wealth for the expansion of reproduction, many industrialists and business people
were pursuing luxurious lifestyles.

Japanese scholars noticed the order changes during the Ming Dynasty. Masao

Mori used the concept of “order” to study society under the Ming Dynasty. In L7
ILATHEWRE BEZFEHEZEDN S OEEIE (1992) and BROMZERICS T

BIRFDZEIC DWW T (2006), he compares the records of daily lives during the

late Ming Dynasty with those of the Song and Qing dynasties.>> Masao Mori notices
that the local records compiled by the literati at the end of the Ming Dynasty were
more concerned about the current customs and their present state of affairs than the
editors of the Song and Qing dynasties. The late Ming local histories paid special
attention to the sense of order reflected in the diverse aspects of daily lives, indicating
that the literati were alarmed about the changes in the inherent order. Mio Kishimoto

studies the customs and order changes that occurred during the 16th and 17th

50 Wu Shenyuan. “On the Evolution of economic thought in the middle and late Ming Dynasty.” Fudan Journal,
10.03(1984):44-49; Chen Xuewen.“The Economic Thought of the Mid-Ming Dynasty that Extravagance can Lead
to Wealth.” Zhejiang Academic Journal, n0.04(1984):27-29; Lien-sheng Yang. Studies in Chinese Institutional
History. Cambridge:Harvard University Press,1961,58—74.

51" Chen Guodong. “Academic Issues Involved in the Study of Lu Ji’s Anti-Luxury Debate Costumes.” New
History, n0.02(1994):159-179.

52 Fu Yiling. Theory of Social and Economic Changes in Ming and Qing Dynasties.Beijing: Zhonghua Book
Company, 2007, 365-366.

53 Masao Mori. ST T I 2 THERRE BEZEHEZ A S OEFIE. The University of Nagoya Press, 1992;

Masao Mori. AR O EEIRIZ 8 (T dFF D ZEE)IC DL\ T, Tokyo: K i EFx, 2006, 45-84.
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centuries, focusing on the society in Jiangnan. She examines the issues surrounding
the transition between the Ming and Qing dynasties in 1644 and how they affected
common sentiments. Mio Kishimoto summarises comments about customs in local
chronicles of the Ming and Qing dynasties and categorises bad customs into urban
and rural (1999).>4

As an expert in the history of the Ming Dynasty, Chen Baoliang, in Social
Changes in the Ming Dynasty (2014), places the Ming Dynasty in the context of
social mobility and urbanisation, which presented a panoramic view of the living
landscape of people in the Ming Dynasty.>> He discusses commercialisation and
secularisation, fashion and daily life, and the crisis of social order. In A Study of the
Relationship between the Huizhou Merchants and the Suzhou Art Market in the Late
Ming Dynasty (2005) and The Jiangnan Art Market and Art Dealers in the Late-Ming
Dynasty and Early-Qing Dynasty (2006), edited by Zhang Changhong, the art market
in the context of economic prosperity in Jiangnan, the south area in China, was very
complex.’® Another example of relevant literature is Wang Hongtai’s thesis From
Consumption Space to Spaces of Consumption—Taverns and Teahouses in the Ming
and Qing Cities (2005). He points out that after the mid-Ming Dynasty, public spaces
such as taverns were everywhere in the city, which was the essence of urban culture.’’

Some scholars believe that the public began to worship luxury during the Ming
Dynasty due to the society being in a period of change. However, this study suggests
that the public’s material desires have been suppressed for a long time, from the Han
Dynasty to the Ming Dynasty. It argues that the public had secretly rebelled against
the traditional view that “luxury is a sin” and had tried to consume luxury in their
private daily lives.

The study of Wu Yao necessarily requires an understanding of the development
of ancient Chinese material culture, the level of craftsmanship and artistic style since

the origin of Wu Yao. Francesca Bray examines the impact of technology on social

54 Mio Kishimoto. BIER B &iImta 17 2R E ORKFFREIRE. University of Tokyo Press, 1999.

35 Chen Baoliang. Social Changes in the Ming Dynasty. Chongqing University Press, 2014, 21-381.

36 Zhang Changhong, “A Study of the Relationship between the Huizhou Merchants and the Suzhou Art Market in
the Late Ming Dynasty”, New Art, n0.03(2005):25-35.

37 Wang Hongtai, “From Consumption Space to Spaces of Consumption—Taverns and Teahouses in the Ming and
Qing Cities”, Studies in Chinese History by Taiwanese Scholars, Life and Culture. Beijing: Encyclopedia of China

Publishing House, 2005.
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reproduction in imperial China.’® Bray demonstrates that most women had a
significant role in contributing alongside men to both domestic and public aspects of
social reproduction. Chinese women were provided with many resources to become
powerful social actors within the home. Bray addresses a gap in previous research on
late imperial China by offering substantial information about Chinese men’s symbolic
and material world, which most feminist works in the China field had overlooked.
Sun Ji’s Ancient Chinese Material Culture (2014) systematically shows the
development and overview of material culture in ancient China, discussing agriculture
and food, tea, wine, sugar, textiles and clothing, architecture and furniture, transport,
metallurgy, jade, lacquer, porcelain, stationery, printing, musical instruments,
armaments, science and technology, which contributed to a deep understanding of
Chinese material culture.’® In a series of books on The Colour of Luxury: A Study of
Gold and Silver in Song, Yuan and Ming Dynasty (2010) and The Colour of Luxury:
Gold and Silver Jewelry in Ming Dynasty (2011), Yang Zhishui uses historical
documents, images and relic to trace the roots of gold and silver jewellery and
artefacts.®® She provides an illuminating constructional analysis of the elements that
made up the artwork, sketching the intentions and skills of the ancient designers and
showing what life was really like in ancient times.

The role of the literati in the development of material culture cannot be ignored,
and a number of scholars have conducted thematic studies. Wu Renshu’s essay The
Consumer Culture of the Literati in the Late Ming Dynasty—An Examination of
Household Furniture as a Case Study (2005) was an example. In the mid to late Ming
Dynasty, urbanisation and luxury became increasingly prevalent, the demand for
furniture increased, and the literati class had a unique taste for furniture, which was
different from that of rich people.’! Such taste became a marker of the identity of the
literati. They paid increasing attention to the study room, an important symbol of their

cultural dominance. Some of the literati tried to resist the trend towards the

8 Francesca Bray. Technology and Gender: Fabrics of Power in Late Imperial China. Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1997.
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commercialisation of furniture by inscribing it on study furniture, making furniture
special and sacred. In The Mundane Interests of the Literati in Jiangnan Region in
Ming Dynasty (2002), Cheng Nianqi examines the interest of the literati in the most
economically and culturally developed regions during the Ming Dynasty.®? The
literati were often extremely extravagant in terms of clothing, food, housing, transport
and various hobbies. Some of them even went into debt. They were seeking to enjoy
themselves, but they also were motivated by a mentality of showing off. Cheng
Niangqi believes that the repressed mundane interest of the literati was a characteristic
of Chinese culture, which was the romanticism of human self-consciousness, the
sense of self-expression and the humanism of indulgent desire. The more repressed it
was, the more interesting it was.

In Wu Yao’s phenomenon, sumptuary laws were often used to distinguish
classes in imperial China. Lin Liyue’s essay Ming Sumptuary Laws discusses the
prohibition of extravagance during the Hongwu period (1368—1398) and the following
sumptuary policies. According to her essay, the prohibition on extravagance played a
significant role in breaking away from the customs of the previous Yuan Dynasty
during the early Ming Dynasty (1994).%> The Zhengtong period (1436-1449) was a
critical time for transforming social customs in the Ming Dynasty. Bans were enacted
more frequently in the Chenghua and Hongzhi periods(1465—1505), indicating that
the destruction of etiquette and the level of concern among court officials were
increasing daily. In the Wanli period, extravagance became more popular, and the ban
on extravagance was less strict compared to the Hongzhi period, which reflected the
government’s lack of interest in enforcing the ban. Chen Baoliang (2004), Qiu
Zhonglin (1992) and Wu Qilin (2009) also discuss the various extravagance
prohibition measures implemented by emperors, literati and the government in the
Ming Dynasty (2004).%* Chang Jianhua discusses the Xin’an family’s efforts to

maintain social order (2008).%> He examines the family’s ancestral genealogy dating
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back to 1509, which indicates that the family leaders were unhappy with the excessive
luxury that had crept into their family members’ daily lives. Therefore, the leaders
taught the clan members to lead simple lives. Chang Jiahua also mentions the relevant
regulations that prohibited extravagance advocated by the Xu family of Zhejiang and
the Jin family of Shanxi (2008).5¢

Sumptuary laws have been discussed in Western historical scholarship as well.
Adam Geczy’s Fashion and Orientalism: Dress, Textiles and Culture from the 17" to
the 21°" Century (2013) argues that sumptuary laws restrict the use and importation of
silk and explores hundreds of subtle ways that Western civilisation has been indebted
to Eastern cultures, especially in clothing and the decorative arts.%” In Sumptuary Law
in Italy, 1200-1500 (2002), Catherine Kovesi Killerby provides the most thorough
account to date when discussing the later medieval Italian sumptuary laws. Kovesi
Killerby argues that legislators attempted to restrict excessive expenditure (whether
on food, clothing, gifts or ceremonies) and all sumptuary laws were concerned with
various manifestations of excess and, in particular, with excess in the consumption of
luxury goods.®® In The Social Life of Things (1986), Arjun Appadurai argues that
sumptuary laws constitute an intermediate consumption regulating device suited to
societies devoted to stable status displays in exploding commodity contexts, such as
India, China and Europe in the premodern period.*

Ronald Eugene Rainey’s thesis, Sumptuary Legislation in Renaissance Florence
(1985), examines the targets of these sumptuary laws, the calendar of law enactments
and representative documents pertaining to the enactment and enforcement in
Renaissance Florence.”” Donald Shively’s study discusses the growth of commerce
and consumption, which increased the finances of the other classes, in particular,
artisans and merchants, bringing prosperity to many of the townspeople and enormous
wealth to a few. Shively believes that the luxuries enjoyed by the lower class were a

particular irritation portent to their superiors of the erosion of their own privileged
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70 Rainey, Ronald Eugene. “Sumptuary Legislation in Renaissance Florence, PhD thesis, University Microfilms
International, 1985, 73.

18



status. The government issued sumptuary laws to maintain the distinctions between
classes.”!

Another study of sumptuary laws is Alan Hunt’s Governance of the Consuming
Passions: A History of Sumptuary Law (1996). He draws on secondary sources from
European states throughout the last millennium, colonial laws in New England and
laws in Japan and China. Hunt also examines the failure of sumptuary laws and
rejects the idea that sumptuary law was an attempt to resist modernity.”

William Sayers’s article “Early Irish Attitudes toward Hair and Beards, Baldness
and Tonsure”(1991) details the regulations on beards and hairstyles for different
groups of people.”> Sean Duffy and Robert Bartlett also discuss hair regulation.’

Sparky Booker’s essay, “ Moustaches, Mantles, and Saffron Shirts: What
Motivated Sumptuary Law in Medieval English Ireland” (2021), compares Irish laws
with those of European countries. Booker argues that in Europe, the signalling of rank
and social status was the main concern of sumptuary laws, while in Ireland,
differentiation by ethnicity was the primary focus.”> Danielle Terrazas Williams’s
Finer Things: African-Descended Women, Sumptuary Laws, and Governance in Early
Spanish America (2021) explores the advent of sumptuary laws in the 16th century
and examines the restrictions on African-descended women.”® The Right to Dress:
Sumptuary Laws in a Global Perspective, c. 1200-1800 (2019), edited by Giorgio
Riello and Ulinka Rublack, examines the global history of early modern sumptuary
laws and compares the differing nature, functioning and socioeconomic consequences

of sumptuary laws across the world.”’
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France J Shaw’s study discusses certain types of enforcement and penalties for
sumptuary laws in Scotland.”® Kent Roberts Greenfield argues that punishing
merchants became the primary strategy in Niirnberg.”” Negley Harte argues that
sometimes legislators confiscate offending items as punishment.®°

Mary Margaret Newett’s article (1907) has been valuable in showing that
legislators in Venice set up a special agency or appointed new officials to supervise
luxury crimes like the emperors in imperial China while Bertha Haven Putnam
discusses the Justices of the Peace supervising luxury crimes between 1327 and 1485
in England (1938).3! William Marvin Bowsky’s 4 Medieval Italian Commune: Siena
Under the Nine, 1287-1355 (1981) examines specialised personnel to supervise
luxury consumption. Bowsky argues that Siena, a city in Italy, set up an
office, donnaio, responsible for sumptuary laws.®? John Martin Vincent summarises
that the courts were responsible for sumptuary decrees in Switzerland.®* In
Sumptuary Legislation and Personal Regulation in England (1926), Frances Elizabeth
Baldwin examines the motives, ineffective enforcement and failure of the strictly
sumptuary legislation in England.®*

Towards the failure of sumptuary laws, Wilfrid Hopper’s The Tudor Sumptuary
Laws argues that personnel lack enthusiasm to perform long-term supervision tasks
effectively.®> Hilary Doda’s study discusses another reason for failure: sumptuary
laws were quickly outdated, such as the further detailed ban from 1514 to 1533 in
England because fashion changed.®® In Hayward Maria’s Rich Apparel: Clothing and
the Law in Henry VIII's England (2009) and Kathleen Ashley’s article, the popularity
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of violet purple silk also proved that the failure of sumptuary laws was related to
fashion.?” In De Ornatu Mulierum: A Consilium of Antonius de Rosellis with an
Introduction on Fifteenth Century Sumptuary Legislation (1933), edited by Noel
Denholm-Young and Hermann Kantorowicz, and Roper, Lyndal’s article Going to
Church and Street: Weddings in Reformation Augsburg (1985), sumptuary laws were
less restrictive towards wealthy or high-class people, such as laws allowing the
purchase of exemptions to preserve prohibited items.5®

The studies of sumptuary laws in Western history and imperial China seem to be
artificially separated. Scholars studying China’s sumptuary laws tend to focus on
historical materials from various periods, largely ignoring sumptuary laws in Western
history. Even when scholars attempt to compare sumptuary laws in the East and the
West, they often use Japan as a case study and overlook imperial China. There is a
need for a comparative study of the sumptuary laws of imperial China and Western
countries in the same period. This study aims to analyse similarities and differences in
the promulgation of the laws, legislative purposes, content, enforcement methods,
agencies, and punishment measures. It is worthwhile to summarize the general rules
of sumptuary laws. Additionally, it can be proven that rulers’ attempts to restrict mass

luxury consumption are futile during periods of social change.

The study is divided into thirteen chapters, beginning with the concept of Wu
and Yao and explaining the origin, development, and glorious period of Wu Yao. The
study then examines the causes hidden behind Wu Yao and analyses the deeper
meaning of Wu Yao in traditional Chinese culture. This thesis also commences with a
discussion of a comparative analysis of the Ming Dynasty and other countries. The
upper class and governments promulgated similar enforcements and penalties to
restrict consumption and distinguish classes for the same legislative purpose. The

public’s growing interest in daily goods and upper-class opposition to equal
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consumption persisted for a long time. The phenomenon of Wu Yao is not unique to
imperial China.

Chapter One examines repressed material desires and the theory of
materialisation in imperial China. The overall economic and social level limited
Ancient Chinese society. In traditional daily life, there was a very asymmetrical
balance between material life and inner desires. The upper class and the rulers
demanded that civilians should live a simple and coarse life, giving prominence to the
prudent experience of spiritual cultivation and asking people to suppress their material
desires, which was often not what they wanted. Material desire was inherent and hard
to resist among people. Chapter Two focuses on the concept of Wu in Chinese
culture. In the context of the ritual and cultural model, this study discusses the
relationship between status, etiquette, social activities and public institutions,
revealing the traditional notion that rituals are not separate from Wu and Wu does not
violate rituals. Chapter Two also discusses the value and meanings of Wu and
examines the appreciation, making, and use of Wu, including related social activities
of different groups.

Chapter Three analyses the special concept of Yao in China. Yao usually
represents unusual things. In the Han Dynasty, Confucians associated Yao with
natural phenomena and regarded it as a warning from heaven when the emperor had
engaged in misconduct. In other words, the categorisation of special natural
phenomena and unusual things, such as Yao, was a means for Han Confucianism to
interfere with politics and influence the emperor. Chapter Four argues that Yao in
Chinese classical literature was not a direct metaphor but a beautiful temptation. To
the literati, Yao meant an aesthetic of seduction. All of the human things and
phenomena that caused people to indulge, intoxicate and make people jealous were
Yao.

Chapters Five, Six and Seven analyse the origin, development and glorious
period of Wu Yao. The origin of Wu Yao was Fu Yao, which first appeared in the
Han Dynasty. Han Confucians believed that if people, including the emperor, did not
wear appropriate clothes according to their status, such improper behaviour would
lead to the condemnation of heaven. Fu Yao gradually took on richer forms, such as
men in women’s clothing, women in men’s clothing, and civilians in clothing similar
to that of the nobility. There were strict requirements for make-up, accessories,

textiles, colour and the style of clothing. Chapter Five examines the development of
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Wu Yao in the Tang and Song dynasties. In the Tang Dynasty, the government

introduced a ban on lavishness to limit the public’s consumption of luxury goods and

the pursuit of fashion. Neo-Confucianism ¥ %, the most popular thought in the Song

Dynasty, called on people to restrict material desire and had an impact on people’s
behaviours. Finally, the glorious period of Wu Yao, the Ming Dynasty, will be
discussed. Social fashion changed from simple style to extravagance. It was expressed
in terms of the quantity of utensils as profligate and in terms of quality as refined.
Chapters Six and Seven base historical documents, pictures and artefacts to explore
Wu Yao, examining unusual clothes, exquisite houses and carriages, the ways of
entertainment, weddings and funeral customs and the representative status of fine
artworks.

Chapter Eight analyses the artisans in Wu Yao. It discusses how some highly
educated artisans with exceptional craftsmanship appeared in the community and
became widely acclaimed among the literati. Chapter Nine discusses the destruction
of the traditional hierarchy during the economically prosperous Ming Dynasty. The
literati faced challenges in their career. The income of low-rank people was higher
than that of high-class people like the literati. The significant income gap prompted
some literati and officials to consider joining the lower-class merchants whom they
had previously ignored. Additionally, a new urban group emerged during the Ming
Dynasty. Chapter Ten discusses the crimes behind the Ming Wu Yao, focusing on the
related crimes of the lower class, women and officials.

Chapter Eleven examines the regional distribution of Ming Wu Yao and divides
all regions into three categories, analysing the social changes caused by the local
commodity economy. The growth of the urban commodity economy and the
prosperity of cities led to changes in the consumption habits of city residents. These
changes resulted in extravagant and unruly behaviour among common people, which
was Wu Yao. However, this extravagant consumption and transgressive behaviours
often appeared in prosperous regions. Chapter Twelve explores the sumptuary laws
of the Qing Dynasty. The Wu Yao phenomenon that occurred during the Ming
Dynasty also occurred repeatedly during the Qing Dynasty. Chapter Thirteen
compares the sumptuary laws in imperial China and other countries, such as Italy,
Spain, France and Japan. The chapter argues that these countries had similar

legislative purposes, content, enforcement, penalties and failures of sumptuary laws.
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These conclusions clarify that Wu Yao and the political policy to deal with Wu Yao

were a product of a specific period from a broader perspective.
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Chapter One: “Luxury is a Sin” and “Thrift is a Virtue”

In imperial China, the traditional consumption concept was to resist luxury and
advocate thrift. Orthodox thought, represented by Confucianism, believed that luxury
was a sin. The pursuit of luxury among ordinary people would waste national
resources, confuse hierarchical order and consume personal will. Emperors and
governments promulgated sumptuary laws. In books and lectures, the literati called on
people to restrain individual desires and live frugally. However, the definition of
luxury and thrift seems to have always been controversial.

The idea of luxury has long been part of civilised society and was also present in
imperial China. In the Western world, the concept of luxury has its roots in ancient
Greece. In ancient Greek society, people were divided into different classes.®® The
upper class included the pharaohs and the nobility, who were known for enjoying
luxury. The Greek elite displayed their wealth and status by wearing exquisite clothes
and intricate gold and silver jewellery. Fine pottery from the 7th century serves as
significant evidence of the luxurious lifestyle, which the East influenced. For
example, artisans in Corinth used coloured slips to blend white, purple and yellow
into a honey-coloured dilute glaze on pottery. They also used sharp points to score
details into the glaze, creating richer details of the figures. This technique was derived
from metalworking practices prevalent in the East (see Figure 1.1).° The quality of
noble items can also be witnessed in the 16 pieces of gilded silver from the site of
Morgantina in central Sicily, including cups, bowls, symposion paraphernalia, a
medallion and two silver horns (see Figures 1.2-1.17).°! In Egypt, scented oils and
incense have been used for a long time. These luxurious items are known for their
unique ingredients and beautiful appearance. At the court of Ramesses II in the Delta,
inhabitants wore festive garments every day, with their braids adorned with moringa
oil and sweet ointment.®? Qil, once a basic necessity, became a luxury when scented

substances were added. Anointing oil was used to honour officials. In ancient Egypt,
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the pharaoh rewarded officials with gold necklaces, gloves and other precious gifts. In
a solemn reward ceremony, the official raised his hands before the monarch, and the
attendants anointed his body and clothes with fragrance.”® After the Third
Macedonian War (171-168 BC) ended, the young men in Rome started living
luxuriously. They enjoyed elaborate meals at extravagant banquets, dressed in
luxurious clothing, used expensive perfumes, and adorned their homes with ivory,
silver and other luxury items. The prices of goods skyrocketed, with a jar of wine
costing 100 drachmas and a jar of Pontic preserved fish costing 400 drachmas.”*
Roman citizens and nobles highly valued silk. Luxurious textiles were introduced to
the West before the Crusades, and pilgrims often brought them. However, they
remained rare and were mainly accessible to the wealthy. The exact date of trade with
Asia and the Middle East is uncertain, but it is known to date back to the fourth
century BC, primarily involving India and Persia.”> With the opening of the Silk
Road in the first century AD, China became a part of this trade network.

In ancient China, we can find similar consumer privileges closely related to
class. The upper class included emperors, nobles, privileged literati, and bureaucrats
who enjoyed lives of luxury, especially the emperors.”® As the promulgators and
promoters of the policy of thrift, the ruling class possessed and used the most
productive means of subsistence while enjoying unsupervised power of consumption.
As the country’s economic base was gradually repaired, the new kings were born into
wealth, lacking the experience of the lower classes and ignoring the suffering of poor
people. It was common for royalty to take the lead in spending and rewarding without
restraint. For instance, during the early Han Dynasty, the emperors promoted
frugality. However, as the economy recovered, the emperors’ lavish desires grew, and
they even spent thousands of pounds of gold on their wedding ceremonies.’’ Liu Che
(156 BC-87 BC), an emperor of the Han Dynasty, constructed a mausoleum for
himself, which took 52 years to build. The tomb contained countless gold and silver

treasures, as well as various funerary objects shaped like birds, fish, turtles, cows,
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horses, tigers, leopards and poultry.”® Li Cui(833-873), Emperor Yizong of the Tang
Dynasty, was often admonished by his ministers for his extravagant life. He was fond
of banquets and held at least a dozen banquets a month, accompanied by 500

musicians to play live music.”® Li Cui also provided illegal rewards, including

jewellery to the musician Li Keji Z 8] & and a several-foot-tall golden Qilin, a

legendary hooved chimerical creature. He even insisted on giving the musician the
title of General Weiwei.!® Like the Egyptian aristocracy, the Song emperors were
fond of fragrant items. Emperor Huizong of the Song Dynasty, Zhao Ji (1082—-1135),
was known for burning so much incense during his banquets that the smoke lingered

for miles.!°! When ministers died, the emperors would also offer incense to express

condolences. For example, when General Zhang Jun 588 died, Emperor Gaozong

(1107-1187) of the Song Dynasty rewarded his family with 150 taels of
dipterocarp.!'??

Emperors, together with the upper-class group, were exempt from sumptuary
regulations, while commoners had no such privileges. The literati, who were part of
the same interest group as the emperor, often condemned the people’s lavish
consumption. During the Spring and Autumn periods (770 BC—476 BC) and the
Warring States period (475 BC-221 BC), the literati always showed anxiety out of a
sense of social responsibility, attacking the public’s pursuit of worldly pleasures and
hoping that the public would restrain personal material desires. For example, the
representatives of Taoism, Laozi and Zhuangzi, both believed that people should
enjoy a frugal life. Laozi insisted, “I have three treasures and have kept them for a

long time. The first is charity, the second is frugality, and the third is not to be the first
inthe world WEB=F i FEMEk2.—BHE, —BL,=ZHFTBEAKXTxL.®

Zhuangzi also approved that “if people desire to hear the music of bells and drums, to

taste the delicacies and wines, and to satisfy the pleasures, this is corrupting.
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Indulging in exuberance, like climbing a mountain with a heavy load, is suffering;
Being greedy for wealth and power, and mentally exhausted is sickness; Seeking and
accumulating wealth, and not giving up greed is a shame; Accumulating wealth but

not using it, and being greedy for more is fear. Remove these evils and there will be

happiness. SEA , EEHHESBZFE , OB TAZ2BR WK , URHEHE | &

SHA , AMBELR. AEXRTZEE . Laozi believed that wealth leads to

many evils. The literati believed that the main problem with extravagance was not the
consumption of wealth but that it stimulated human desire, causing people to lose
their moral discipline and further undermining the norms of propriety. All sectors of
society, including the ruling class, must abstain from extravagance and advocate
frugality in order for society to remain stable. Some Confucianists argued that it was
easy for people to become addicted to Wu, and the literati held the belief that material

desire would cause people to lose ambition. For instance, Mencius said, “The ears and

the eyes could not think, but were blinded by Wu EHZEFE , M T ¥ which

meant that people thought through their minds rather than through their senses, such
as the ears, eyes, mouth and nose.'® People were incapable of judging Wu and would
succumb to material desires, further forgetting the virtues of benevolence,
righteousness, propriety and wisdom of human nature. Therefore, the mainstream
thought represented by Confucianism had long insisted on advocating thrift and
suppressing extravagance, ignoring material enjoyment and attaching importance to
spiritual cultivation.

The concept of luxury desires seems ambiguous. There is no consensus among
literati, even within Confucian philosophy. Confucius acknowledged that it was a
basic human desire to seek wealth and status and to avoid poverty and humility. He
argued that humans always had desires, and the key was to control desires.
Unrestrained desire led to greed, and excessive greed was considered a luxury that
undermined human nature and reduced humans to the level of beasts. Mencius
emphasised the importance of material interests in moral education and the

enhancement of citizens’ moral standards. He suggested implementing minimum

104" (pre-Qing) Zhuangzi. Zhuangzi J£F. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2010, 523.

105 (pre-Qing) Mengzi. Mengzi ¥ . Translated by Fang Yong. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2010, 229.
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consumption standards. Mencius argued that a wise ruler should ensure their people
have enough resources to support their parents, spouses and children. This would
involve providing adequate food and clothing in prosperous times and preventing
starvation during difficult times.!% Xunzi suggested using the heart to guide whether
to pursue desires or practice abstinence. Because desires were diverse and not always
immediately satisfied, one should follow the Tao.!%” By controlling desires with the
Tao, one can lead a good life. The pre-Qin (before 220 BC) Confucian theory of

consumer behaviour valued abstinence, but this was later taken to the extreme by

orthodox Confucian ethics. During the Song Dynasty (960-1279), Cheng Hao £,

Cheng Yi #2Bi, and Zhu Xi k= made a distinction between natural principles and

human desires. Cheng Hao and Cheng Yi argued that satisfying basic life needs, such
as food when hungry and clothes when cold, was in line with natural principles.
However, they believed that pursuing desires for delicious food, luxury, and indulgent
living went beyond these natural principles.!®® Zhu Xi emphasised the debate
between the rules of Heaven and human desires. He argued that the purpose of
education was to eliminate human desires and restore natural principles.!?® However,
Zhu Xi also admitted that people drank water when they were thirsty and ate when
they were hungry, which were everyday physiological needs of human beings that
must be satisfied.!!® This fundamental desire was normal, and it was natural to satisfy
the normal consumption needs of human beings.!'!!

What kind of consumption method was promoted in imperial China? In imperial
China, Confucianism, led by Confucius, promoted hierarchical consumption.
Confucius emphasised the importance of maintaining hierarchy and moral education,
believing that a man’s political status, economic interests and consumption were
determined by identity and class. In Confucius’ view, the concepts of consumption,

behaviours, and methods of social members should be regulated by the hierarchy of

196 Tbid., Mengzi #&F,14.

107 (pre-Qin) Xunzi & F. Translated byWang Xianqgian. Xun Tz's Collected Works & ¥ £f##. Shanghai
Bookstore Publishing House ,2012, 368.

108 (Song) Cheng Hao F£H and Cheng Yi F2ER.Er Cheng Ji —F2£. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1981,
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etiquette. He believed that etiquette was the rule of the country and advocated
“serving the country with etiquette.” Social members formed an orderly social
hierarchical network based on their blood and patriarchal relationships. They
exercised a hierarchical consumption concept based on the distinction between upper
and lower classes. Consumption patterns were not just a matter of personal choice but
were deeply influenced by the political status and economic interests of various
classes and social groups. This influence was particularly evident in the strict
hierarchical differences that existed. According to the hierarchical rules of rituals,
Confucius advocated that consumption should mirror the distinction between the
inferior and the superior. The ruling Ji family of the Lu State used the ancient Chinese
ritual dance called the eight rows of dancers. This dance was the highest specification
of ritual dances and was reserved for emperors. The performers were organised into
eight vertical and horizontal columns, with eight people in each column, for 64
people. According to regulations, the Ji family were only permitted to watch the
performance of 16 dancers.''? Confucius was very dissatisfied with Ji’s behaviour and
thought it was a severe transgression of status and a violation of hierarchical order. In
Confucius’ view, etiquette rather than economic conditions determined individual
consumption behaviour. Confucius disapproved of some thrifty consumption
behaviour, believing that omitting a sheep when offering sacrifices to the ancestral
temple was frugal but did not meet etiquette requirements.'!3

The criteria for defining luxury were closely linked to social hierarchy, as
demonstrated by the sumptuary laws of various historical periods. Emperors issued
policies to control common people, focusing on consumption behaviour. In the
traditional Chinese class structure, there was a clear distinction between the ruling
class and the ruled class. Customs and laws granted the ruling class various legal,
political and economic privileges. The quality of life which the elite enjoyed was very
different from that of the common people. The differences in lifestyle were not
entirely determined by economic conditions but were influenced by the sumptuary
laws issued by the government. Under the management of the sumptuary laws, the
satisfaction of people’s material desires and the way they consumed were supposed to

be conditional on their social status. There were plenty of common people who were

12 (pre-Qing) Confucius. The Analects 1&1&. Translated by Yang Bojun. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,

1980, 23.
113 Tbid., (pre-Qing) Confucius, 29.
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rich but were not free to use money. For example, Zhu Yuanzhang K JTE (1328

1398), the first emperor of the Ming Dynasty, established a set of prohibitions on
extravagance according to classes at the beginning of the empire, including houses,
clothing, carriages and utensils, among others. The control and anti-control in the

field of consumption launched fierce conflicts between the ruling class and the ruled
class, and the number of bans showed a peak between the Chenghua B {t, and Jiajing
V5 period (1465-1566).

Along with the view that luxury was a sin, orthodoxy also believed that frugality
was worth being promoted. In formulating national policies, quite a few emperors
advocated frugality and restricted luxury. Take the example of the pre-Qin dynasty

and the Han Dynasty. After years of warfare, the economic situation was decadent in

the early years of state power. Emperors such as Liu Bang ;X &% (256 BC-
195 BC), Liu Ying XZE® (210 BC-188 BC), Liu Heng X3 (203 BC-157 BC)

and Liu Che ;X &% (188 BC-141 BC) all took the initiative to adopt “advocating

frugality against extravagance policy” as their basic economic policy-making stance.

They appealed to the people to be thrifty and to adopt a “ruling the country through

frugality BA{&3AE" approach to make the country powerful. These policies could be
summarised in two main categories: “less development 2*3%4E” and “less taxation &
JE$4”, the main aim of which was “not to bother people”. In the chapter Food and

Goods in Han Book ;X - B &, it was said that “Less taxation and save the corvee,
so as to reduce the burden on the public, and then good governance can be achieved
B, BEK , URERD , RFAIERE. 1% The emperors’ promotion of
public thrift in this period was primarily motivated by economic interests. By the

middle of the reign of Emperor Yuan ;X JT# of the Han Dynasty, frugality had a

threefold economic, political and moral significance under the political model of

orderly respect for inferiority and superiority. Each member of society could only

114 Tbid., (Han)Ban Gu ¥E[&. Han Shu X3, Shi Huo Zhi B &, Volume 24, 1137.
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consume and possess the amount and type of consumer goods to which he or she was
entitled. Extravagant consumer behaviours amounted to overstepping the rank. For
political purposes during this period, the emperors and the nobility used frugality to
maintain the stability of the class and to prevent the civilians from overstepping their
economic, intellectual and moral boundaries.

The materialistic and hedonistic behaviour of emperors inevitably led to
imitation by the public. By the late Ming Dynasty, the government had difficulty
controlling the unprecedentedly prosperous market and the inflated material desires of
people, and it was already tired of issuing these bans on clothing consumption.
Therefore, the number of bans fell. The prohibition of extravagance maintained a
hierarchical social structure and helped to propagate the admiration of simplicity,
which taught the public to observe the modes of propriety. However, the objects and
scope of such bans were too broad and involved the private sphere, which was highly
detailed and challenging to enforce thoroughly. When inflated desires undermined the
strict social order, official administration became inefficient, and Wu Yao prevailed
as a social development. People ceased to repress materialistic desires and began to
pursue fashion, with the consequent destruction of the dictatorship itself. This process
played out in almost every dynasty in China.

In the meantime, the literati promoted frugality among the public for reasons of
practical interest. During the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), there was a method for
identifying and nurturing potential officials. People who were filial and thrifty would
be recommended for official positions. It was mandated that every 200,000 families
should nominate one candidate each year, who would then be appointed to an official
position by the imperial court.!!’> In addition to being knowledgeable and talented, the
elected candidates were required to be respectful and obedient to their parents and
demonstrate thriftiness. The main issue with the method of “promoting people with
integrity” lies in the subjective judgement of the standard. During the selection
process, the candidates were often praised for being frugal, as if frugality was a
desirable virtue that could get bonus points. When moral standards were a key factor
in selecting officials and being thrifty was seen as a visible sign of moral nobility, it
became easier to understand why there was an increase in frugal behaviour among the

literati. When these educated elites took on government positions, they were in charge

115 (Song) Fan Ye. Hou Han Shu f&3X . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,1965,1268.
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of overseeing the political and economic affairs of those under their authority, as well
as influencing their behaviour. The lavishness of the people under the officials’
administration was viewed as a failure in their governance capabilities. Encouraging

thriftiness was a prevalent method used by officials to govern their areas. During the

reign of Emperor Xuan, Gong Sui 223X, the governor of Bohai, noticed that the

people in the region were living luxuriously and neglecting farming.!'® To address
this, he implemented frugal measures and encouraged the public to focus on
agricultural production. Another example was in Nanyang. The local nobles lived a
luxurious life. Local official Wang Chang wore commoners’ clothes and rode in a
dilapidated carriage to demonstrate frugality.!!”

The emperors and upper class of China generally supported savings and thrift
while opposing luxury regarding consumption and living standards. They believed
that human desires, especially those of ordinary people, should never be satiated,
viewing desires as a sin and seeking to control them. Savings were considered as
necessary preparations for emergencies such as disease and famine, and thrift was
encouraged as a virtue. Additionally, differences in living standards were considered

essential indicators of class and status.!!®

However, it appears that there is a paradox
in the policy of thrift. What is beneficial for each person individually may not be
beneficial for everyone as a whole. In some instances, individual efforts to increase
savings may result in an overall decrease in actual savings. If a country is at full
employment, the more national product is consumed, the less will be available for
capital formation. However, during an economic depression, people who save will
reduce consumption, and the country’s purchasing power declines. At the same time,
other people's incomes decrease. If everyone tries to hoard savings, they cannot all
succeed. When unemployment exists in a country, consumption and investment are
complementary rather than competitive.!''> When governments implement prudent

economic policies during times of national prosperity, it can increase national savings.

However, when a country cannot lower policy rates in response to a decrease in

116 1bid., Han Shu 3%, Shi Huo Zhi B &, Volume 24, 3640.

17 Tbid., Fan Ye. Hou Han Shu,1825.
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global demand, such as during a liquidity trap, these prudent policies in prosperous
countries can worsen recessions in countries. !

During certain periods of imperial China, there were similar debates about the
merits of excessive thrift and the promotion of consumption for prosperity. For
instance, Xunzi supported thrift but disagreed with Mozi’s belief in frugality, arguing
that extreme frugality was not beneficial for the nation’s wealth. Xunzi believed that
being overly frugal could hinder production.'?! Guanzi believed that constructing
large burial chambers would employ people with low incomes. Decorating beautiful
graves would create work for artisans and painters. The production of large coffins
would enrich carpenters, and the use of more burial clothes and quilts would make

female workers profitable.!?? He thought that luxury consumption would lead to the
social division of labour and commodity production. Sang Hongyang $&5A3F
inherited and developed Guanzi’s consumerism. He recognised the positive role of

consumption in promoting agriculture, industry and commerce and acknowledged that

luxury consumption affected the redistribution of social wealth.!?* In the Song
Dynasty, Fan Zhongyan SB{H/& (989-1052) applied luxury consumption to actual
famine relief and economic revitalisation.'?* During the Ming and Qing dynasties,
capitalist production relations emerged, leading some progressive philosophers to

recognise the limitations of thrift policies and advocate for the concept of luxury. Lu

Ji (1515-1552) from the Ming Dynasty further developed the idea of encouraging

consumption. At the same time, Qing philosopher Dai Zhen E & (1724-1777)

believed that Song Confucianism denied the value of human desire and neglected

120 Fornaro, Luca, and Federica Romei. “The Paradox of Global Thrift.” The American Economic Review 109, no.
11 (2019): 3745-79; Yang, Liansheng. Studies in Chinese Institutional History. Cambridge: Harvard University
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concern for upper class’ lives and attention to material production. Starting from the

belief in natural human nature, Tan Sitong i i [5(1865-1898) proposed the idea of

“respecting luxury and favouring thrift” and argued that the moral concept of
excessive thrift was detrimental to the development of social productivity.!?

Luxury and thrift may not actually exist; they are merely ethical constructs used
by the ruling class to uphold their class privileges. The ruling class uses a moral
facade to justify its frugal policies in order to maintain autocratic rule, a structured
social hierarchy, and the seizing of ordinary people’s wealth. The concept of
“promoting thrift and curbing extravagance” for the lower class aims to make them
primarily focus on producing goods and less on consuming non-essential items. This
means that non-essential consumption should be minimised. If labourers are seen as
essential components of the national economy and require little attention and
maintenance, the country as a whole will be more robust and efficient. However, this
assumption does not seem to have considered the fact that human beings should not
and cannot be arbitrarily restricted or even deprived of their pursuit and aspiration for
material enjoyment, not to mention the fact that the upper class in imperial China led
by the emperors did not strictly follow the prohibition of luxury and repeatedly
violated sumptuary laws. In an empire where public drinking was restricted, and
upper-class people were subject to constant examinations of thrift and luxury
standards with very blurred boundaries, the ruling class imposed this “healthy”
lifestyle on the ruled. It was easy to understand that the silent majority would make
breakthroughs under all possible circumstances. Therefore, the public enjoyed
material desires, pursued novel luxury goods, and violated the sumptuary law. The

phenomenon of Wu Yao seems to be traceable.

125 (Qing) Tan Sitong ERA[E. Ren Xue {=%. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1958, 38.
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Chapter Two: The Concept, Appreciating, Making and
Using of “Wu”

As mentioned in Chapter One, the ruling class and the literati demonised Wu.
They proposed various measures to stop the material desires of the public to maintain
the literati’s status and prevent ordinary people from enjoying the same material
resources. The literati needed to develop a series of aesthetic standards for Wu that
were consistent with their values and ethics and required the public to agree, learn and
comply with the standards. The public evaluated or selected daily utensils according
to these aesthetic standards. Wu’s shape, material and function were in line with the
taste of high-class people and the literati. When political intentions and moral

concepts were concretised into the choice of daily utensils, common people were

unconsciously educated, which was the Enlightenment Function of Wu 23¥J1#1t.

From the Shang Dynasty (1600 BC-1046 BC) to the Ming Dynasty (1368—
1644), the concept of Wu was extended from mysterious things in nature to the
human world, covering almost everything in the universe. Wu existed in every aspect
of people’s lives. The ruling class used the Enlightenment Function of Wu as a means
of education, and the supervision of the public also extended to the private sphere of
daily life.

“Wu” seems to be a simple and easily understood concept. However, some
scholars such as Sarah Allan argue that Wu in traditional Chinese culture cannot be
understood in the sense of words such as “material” and “object”. She rejects the use
of the word “creature” to describe Wu in ancient China, which limits Wu to animal
life. Moreover, the original meaning of “things” refers to inanimate objects. In
contrast, the phrase “living things” seems to be misleading in setting up an artificial
opposition between living and non-living things.!?® While these words were included
in the concept of Wu, people in the Han Dynasty(202 BC-220) to the Qing Dynasty
(1644-1912) interpreted and experienced Wu from a broader perspective, with the

126 Allan, Sarah. The Way of Water and Sprouts of Virtue. State University of New York Press, 1997, 93-100.
36



human body and mind perception, free-thinking and imagination. They created many
philosophical and cultural traditions related to Wu.

In the beginning, Wu appeared in the oracle bone script. Chinese people used
animal bones or tortoise shells for divination and carved the time, reason and
fulfilment of the divination on tortoise shells. An oracle bone divination has a long
history. The oracle bone with symbols unearthed at the Jiahu site in Wuyang, Henan

province, was thought to date from the early Neolithic period, 8,000 years ago.

However, early oracle bone divination still retained the primitive form of ancient
divination. It was not until the Shang Dynasty (1600 BC—1046 BC) that oracle bone
divination was no longer limited to direct burning, and a more mature system of

writing was developed. The written records on an oracle bone were known as Bu Ci

N&£.'27 The word “Wu” had already appeared in the oracle bone divinations from
the archaeological excavations in the Shang Dynasty. Wu, the Chinese word “#]” ,
was originally written as Wu “ZJ”, and both words had the same pronunciation. The
original meaning of Wu %] was probably related to colour. In the early Chinese
culture, the colour of White H and the colour of Wu 77 were different. White B in

Chinese culture included all light colours, and Wu 2] included all dark or

miscellaneous colours, such as red, yellow and blue. Black was included at the end of

the colour spectrum, implying the darkest colour.

Moreover, Wu #J was a combination of the characters Wu 7] and Cattle 4. In
Guan Tang Ji Lin M E M, Wang Guowei argues that “the ancient Chinese people
called Za Bo # & as Wu #] because Wu #J was originally the name of a mixed-

colored cattle.” Za Bo # & referred to silk fabrics with coloured threads.!?8 If we do

not stick to the view that Wu was related to the mixed-coloured cattle, according to

records of sacrificial activities during the Shang Dynasty, Wu usually referred to

127 Li Zhenfeng, “A Study on the Oracle Inscriptions and the Literature and Art in Shang.” PhD dissertation,
Harbin Normal University, 2012.

128 Wang Guowei. Guan Tang Ji Lin TEEEM. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1961, 287.
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offerings such as cattle, sheep, fish and artefacts, wine or ceremonial vessels. People
used animals as sacrificial offerings or engraved animal images on bronze vessels,
using these objects as a medium for communicating with heaven, earth, gods and
humans.

The word Wu in the Shang Dynasty was primarily related to natural things. Wu
then gradually appeared in peoples’ daily lives. Compared with the Shang Dynasty,

there were more formal historical records in the Western Zhou dynasty (1046 BC—

771 BC). For example, Shang Shu &5, Yi Zhou Shu & &+, and The Book of Songs

42 could be regarded as credible historical written records. Shang Shu was an

ancient Chinese history book containing records of the oaths, talks and speeches of
the ancient emperors. In the various chapters of Shang Shu, Wu is widely used to

refer to everything in nature, society, human activity and culture. For instance, it was

written in the chapter on Lve Ao §&5€, “They presented local specialties to the

emperor, but no matter how far away they were, their specialties were only food,
clothing, and utensils and so on ZTHIZIL , LAY , HRESA”.'* The Wu

here in this chapter refers to the tribute offered by the vassal states to the Zhou

Emperor, including clothing, food and utensils. Wang Fuzhi has a precise summary
of Wu in his book Introduction to Shang Shu 184 5| & : “The wind, the thunder, the
rain and the dew in the universe are Wu. The mountains, the hills and the marshes on
the earth are Wu. The flying or diving animals and plants are Wu. Those things that

work to enrich people are also Wu. The gains and losses, the good and the evil,

fathers, sons and brothers, the good virtues and good words, benevolence, justice,

etiquette and music, all of these are Wu. KR Z NEMBRYE |, b2 1LRRREIRY

o MERNAMA, FIRFEEDE. WERNCLALREEYE.”13° During this

period, the category of Wu was further expanded from the mysterious natural things

in the Shang Dynasty to daily things in social activities.

129" Shi Jingyan. Shang Shu 1&35. Lijiang Publishing Limited, 2017, 420.
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In the pre-Qin dynasty, including the Spring and Autumn period (770 BC—
476 BC) and the Warring States period (475 BC-221 BC), there were acute social
conflicts and constant wars. The public suffered from class oppression and warfare.
However, it was also a time of unprecedented intellectual and cultural splendour in
ancient China with the emergence of numerous philosophers. These philosophers
wrote philosophical works and taught students, and the debates among different

thoughts in these schools constantly took place, showing a flourishing academic

scene, which was known as “The Contention of a Hundred Schools of Thought B 2
% 15> The main schools of thought were Taoism JB 3R, Confucianism 3K, Legalists

$A3R and Mohism 23R, Furthermore, the previously ignored issue of Wu gained

considerable importance in these schools, especially in Taoism.

In the pre-Qin dynasty, the definition of Wu was further expanded, and the

concept of Wan Wu J7¥] emerged. Wan 77 was the number “ten thousand”, which

was an imaginary reference. Zhuangzi divided Wu into the things existing in nature

and the things belonging to society. The natural things were what Zhuangzi described

as Wan Wu J7¥. In the chapter of Zhi Bei You JE ¥ &1t Zhuangzi argues that

“ Wan Wu continues to exist through the transformation of form 77 ¥ LAFZAR4E 13!

Wan Wu included humans, ores, mountains, rivers, plants, animals and wind. The
things belonging to society were what Zhuangzi called External Wu & %\ Z #].
External Wu refers to a man’s possessions, such as status, fame, wealth and morality.

During this period, philosophers such as Zhuangzi and Xunzi began to think
about the relationship between humans and Wu and wrote their opinions in

philosophical works. They believed that humans needed to master subjective initiative

in their dealings with Wu, to create Wu, to use Wu and to love Wu. In the chapter of

Shan Mu FEF-1U7K, Zhuangzi argued that “One should dominate Wu and not be

dominated by Wu ¥1¥0 T 7 ¥ F ¥1.”132 Xunzi emphasised the energetic nature of

131 Tbid., Zhuangzi, 365.
132 Tbid., Zhuangzi, 318.
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man over Wu: “It is better to collect and rule Wu than to worship the heavens and
contemplate heavens. It is better to master the heaven’s movements and use it than to

obey and sing the praises of heaven. It is better to adapt to the season and use it than

to hope and wait for the season K XM Bz, AEMEMFZ;, NKMdlz, F5H

RanM A2, ENMFL, SR M. 15

Philosophers of different schools of thought agreed that the meaning of Wu was
a form of beauty, of whom were Zhuangzi and Mengzi. Zhuangzi affirmed the holistic
and equal relationship between Wu and human beings. The universe, human beings
and Wu were part of an interdependent and interconnected organic system. He also

believed that all things were equal and that there was no nobility or inferiority. The

value of Wu should not be judged by Wu’s utility. In the chapter of Autumn Water
FFKK, “From the point of the Tao, there was no such Wu as nobility or inferiority

LUEM 2, Y78 M”34 The distinction between beauty and ugliness, correct and

incorrect, good and evil, and nobility and inferiority were imposed on Wu by the
subjective judgement of human beings. In addition to Taoism, Confucianism also
supported the view that a gentleman should love Wu. In Menzi’s opinion, “A
gentleman does not tolerate the death of animals when he sees it alive. He heards the

animal scream and can not bear to eat it. This is why a gentleman always stays away

from the kitchen EF 2 T8 &t NEE FRREE . HHES FREHRA, U

EFimFaEth.”135 Under the influence of this moral notion of a gentleman’s love of

Wu, frugality became a Chinese tradition, which was one of the reasons why the
literati attacked extravagance and Wu Yao.

From Bu Ci in the Shang Dynasty to pre-Qin philosophy, Wu began as a
mysterious natural being and eventually developed into a philosophical concept,

which gradually entered daily life and social activities. In traditional Chinese culture,

133 (pre-Qing) Xunzi & F. Translated byWang Xianqian, Xun Tz s Collected Works & ¥ 5. Shanghai:

Shanghai Bookstore Publishing House, 2012, 310.
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Wu was not boring. On the contrary, Wu was an organism that contained everything,
including mountains, rivers, soil, plants, animals, wind, fire and human beings.
Moreover, Wu could grow and regenerate like plants. The development of Wu also
witnessed the process of humanity’s perception, understanding and transformation of
nature.

After defining the concept of Wu, the question is how to appreciate, make and
use it. In appreciating Wu, the elite class, especially the literati, dominated the
discourse of evaluation and led the art style, the content of spiritual life, as well as
aesthetic taste, value standards and fashion. The literati set the standard for Wu’s
making and use. For example, the literati in the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644) and the
Qing Dynasty (1636—-1912) were keen to publish appreciation manuals and aesthetic
works. The literati emphasised the importance of practicality in the making of Wu and
rejected superfluous decoration that undermined Wu’s usefulness, seeing simplicity as

the highest form of beauty. Wu, especially utensils, was given specific political ideas

and moral concepts based on the ritual and cultural model L83 1t,, and the elite

implemented indoctrination of specific groups of people through Wu in order to

achieve predetermined goals, which was the unique way of ideological education in

ancient China—the Enlightenment Function of Wu 28 ¥1%(1t.

Throughout the development of Wu from the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the
Qing Dynasty(1644-1912), the evolution of Wu had always been accompanied by the
aesthetic thought of the country, connoting the creative spirit of people continuing to

integrate, create and perfect the aesthetics of Wu. As early as the pre-Qin dynasty, an

official document on the craftsmanship of utensils, Kao Gong Ji & Lig, was

published and became an essential handbook. Kao Gong Ji covered six industrial
structures and 30 kinds of crafts of the government-owned handicraft industry at that
time, setting out norms for the duties, procedures, specifications, standards,
ingredients and inspection of artisans. In the meantime, Kao Gong Ji also put forward
important ideas and basic principles for the design and creation of Wu, “The
combination of the four elements, including conformity to weather, suitability to

circumstance, good materials and excellent craftsmanship, was the only way to

produce fine wares XER , MBS , MEE , TEH, StlE , AN
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E.” Thus, the dialectical relationship between human-made objects and nature

directly influenced the design and creation process, which reflected a reverence for
the laws of nature. Aesthetic evaluation of Wu also appeared in Chinese philosophical
thought. For instance, Confucius said, “Red lacquer, white jade and precious pearls all

have their own natural beauty and do not need to be artificially carved or decorated
EEz , ARTX , BETH , ERAM, [MH?2RARE , TXIMHE."1° He

argued that when choosing materials to make Wu, artisans should respect the beauty

of the material as it was. Laozi claimed that “The objects crafted by the most skilled

artisans are so lifelike that they seem simple and unassuming at first glance. KIF%&

#7137 He proposed that the public should admire natural and simple beauty and

reject the idea of artificial decoration. These philosophers significantly and
profoundly impacted the aesthetic view of Wu, which set the standard for the making,
using and appreciating of Wu.

For the modelling styles of artworks, the literati preferred to choose a simple
style. They wanted to achieve the unity of form with fewer means and rejected
elaborate decoration. Based on the ritual and cultural model, artisans were restricted
to the demands of the higher class. The decoration, materials, specifications and
dimensions were all clearly defined, and artisans could only use their personal artistic
talents within a limited range. Although there were many restrictions, ancient
Chinese artisans produced exceptional artworks. The furniture of the Ming Dynasty is
a good example. The Ming furniture was of a very high standard in terms of
modelling and function and was mainly made of hardwoods. The structures and

elements of the Ming furniture are typical representatives of ancient Chinese wooden
furniture, which used the mortise-tenon #9] structure. Mortise-tenon structure was a
special design technique (see Figure 2.1). Artisans created complex and elaborate

mortises and tenons without using nails or wood glue between the components,

making full use of materials. The construction was strong and not easily loosened.

136 (pre-Qing) Confucius. Jia Yu ZRiE. Translated by Wang Su. Guilin: Publishing Limited, 2019, 77.
137 Chen Guying. Laozi Jin Zhu Jin Yi #&F45E51¥, Translated by Chen Guying. Beijing: Zhonghua Book

Company, 2020, 224.
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Another advantage of mortise-tenon construction was both practical and aesthetic. It
was easy to disassemble and assemble, facilitating the replacement of parts during
restoration without harming the whole furniture. In terms of shape, the Ming furniture
was predominantly straight and extremely simple, supplemented by curves, showing
an overall variation of curves and straightness and a combination of rigidity and
flexibility. The most iconic circle chair, for example, was a basic shape with a
rounded bottom and top, the backrest and armrests consisting of a rounded line (see
Figure 2.2). The curve extended from the middle of the backrest to the front on both
sides, following the shape and joining the armrests in a rounded, soft and graceful
curve, subtly forming a smooth circle. Not only could people lean on their elbows
when sitting, but their arms were also supported, meaning that it was accessible and
comfortable. During this period, the Ming furniture was decorated only at nodes and
fine details that came into frequent contact with the human body, such as handrails,
wire legs and latches, which were exquisitely designed. Artisans created a simple
style with fine details.

In addition to modelling styles, the materials used in artworks were also carefully

selected and were artificially endowed with different connotations, of which jade was

their favourite. During the period of Liangzhu B#& Culture, a large number of fine

jade wares appeared. The literati believed that jade wares could communicate with the
gods, and they took refuge in the gods for unpredictable disasters or personal
destinies, using jade wares as a medium of communication with heaven and earth.
During the pre-Qin dynasty (770 BC-221 BC), the ruling class began to promote jade
and advocated the idea that “a gentleman has the virtue of being like jade” in order to
maintain social stability and consolidate its state power. Jade was considered a

symbol of virtue and integrity and a source of spiritual strength. The Origin of
Chinese Characters 153X &= was the first dictionary in China to be arranged by
radicals. In this dictionary, it was said that “Jade is a kind of beautiful stones and has
five virtues. It is warm and gentle, like a benevolent man. It is wise, and from the

outside you could know the inside, just like the righteous. Its voice is spreading wide

and soaring, like the wise men. It would rather break than bend, like the warrior. It

is sharp but not hurting others, like anoble man.& , A2 %, BEE, HEFLUER ,

2R EEN , AAS  LeHmtEBEER , TUZE , E275 ;T
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miT , Bz HE;8EMA , JE 21,7138 People gave the jade moral or

personalised sense, making it the embodiment of a gentleman of high moral character.
Wearing jade became a popular fashion.

The most important function of Wu was considered to be its practicality. In the

preface to the chapter on Utensils in Volume 7 of Treatise on Superfluous Things

#¥17&, Wen Zhenheng in the Ming Dynasty summed up the characteristics of ancient

Chinese objects: “The ancient Chinese spared no effort in the production of utensils
and strove for perfect functionality & AHIBS = A , FHETER.”1%° For example,

during the Five Dynasties (906-960), furniture made up of frames and panels was
made with partial gaps in the ground, which allowed the furniture to breathe and resist
dampness and reduced the chances of the panels shrinking and deforming. The
painting, The Night Revels of Han Xizai, vividly represents a night part hosted by Han
Xizai and depicts the furniture in the Five Dynasties (see Figure 2.3). Following the
writing habits of people in ancient China, the desk was designed with a flat surface

and raised ends in order to prevent the ink from running down and the press strips

from turning sideways (see Figure 2.4). In Xian Qing Ou Ji W1E1812, LiYu, a

poet in the Ming Dynasty, talked about the decoration of windows and balustrades,
“Transparency, delicacy and compactness are all aesthetics obtained from the

processing of the material in terms of shape, which do not come first. The most

important thing is to be solid and firm. BREAAFEN K , EFURBERIE, ALk

BEE-N , HEEEAE—F2B , BM/FIEIH.""* For the design of the

cabinets, he pointed out that “The most important thing was the storage function.
There must be enough space for things & E , TEDH , SUAZSBENR

i=-1
.

2.4 The shape of the heavy object used to press the mat often adopted the image

138 (Han) Xu Shen ¥F1&. The Origin of Chinese Characters 1% X # . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1963,
10.
139 (Ming) Wenzhen Heng X /&= .Treatise T ¥)7&. Beijing: Gold Wall Press, 2010, 218.
140 (Ming) Li Yu 238, Xian Qing Ou Ji H1E18%F. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2014, 390.
141 Ibid., Li Yu, 376.
44



of lying or resting animals. The height and weight of those objects ensured that the
mat was pressed down without affecting the feeling of use. In the meantime, the
images of animals were designed to be in a resting state because it was similar to the
body state in which humans used it (see Figure 2.5).

In A Treatise on the Transformation of Chinese Fine Arts, Liu Shipei argues that
the progress of Chinese fine arts since the Wei Jin and Northern and Southern
dynasties (220-589) was due to three factors: the spread of Buddhism, the advocacy
of kings and the involvement of the literati.!*> The former was an objective need for
the emergence of art, and the latter two were related to the subject of artistic activity.
The criteria for the material, the modelling, and the function of Wu were derived from

the elite class represented by the literati. For instance, Ming furniture was generous,

moderately proportioned and square, reflecting the “Golden Mean H 2 1&”

advocated by Confucianism. The “Golden Mean” is a kind of idealist philosophy,
which is wisdom, a state of being, and the ability to find proper balance and do things
just right. In the design of the chair, the backrest was perpendicular to the sitting
surface or close to 90°, which not only met the basic function of sitting but also
served as a ritual measure to regulate people’s sitting posture. The literati
manipulated the interpretation of elegance and vulgarity, using their taste to make
everyday life artful and even publishing manuals to teach the public. They enjoyed
many beautiful things, including elegant scenery, antique paintings, calligraphy, gold,

stone, antiques, beauty, drama, poetry, birds and clothing. There were many manuals

and a wide range of categories, such as Zun Sheng Ba Jian B* J\% edited by Gao
Lian, The History of Bottles A5 edited by Yuan Hongdao, The Orchid Book =
& and The Chrysanthemum Book %+ edited by Zhang Yingwen, Treat the Garden

E’& edited by Ji Cheng. Such manuals were both a symbol of taste and the literati’s

distinction from other groups, like wealthy business people. Pierre Bourdieu analyses
the distinction between taste and identity groups. In addition to the so-called social
distinction, different groups had different levels of access to cultural capital. It was

not only economic capital that influenced consumption patterns, but more

142 Liu Shipei. Liu Shipei’s Pre-Hinhai Essays, Zhongxi Book Company, 2012, 386.
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importantly, cultural capital defined by the literati and artistic class.!** To the literati
in ancient China, the key to distinguishing elegance from vulgarity was not the wealth
people possessed but unique aesthetic taste and appreciation. The literati not only
rejected aesthetically those things that were extremely elaborate and extravagant in
modelling and decoration but also linked Wu to the rise and fall of the state and the
good and bad of the people, thus giving rise to the discussion of Wu Yao and Fu Yao.

The reason why Wu had an aesthetic, usable and edifying function was because

of the ritual and cultural model #L#83{t.. The ritual and cultural model implies a

series of ideologies and social institutions centred on rituals, with the blood as the
link, the hierarchical distribution system as the core, and ethics and morality as the
basis, involving all areas of political, economic, educational, and interpersonal
lifestyles, from power distribution to the daily utensil. The greatest expression of the
intensity of the repression of individuality by the ritual and cultural model was the
extension of ideological control to the private sphere of life. From the pre-Qin
dynasty to the Ming Dynasty, the upper class and the literati instructed the public in

the making, using and appreciating of Wu, and in turn, used Wu to achieve specific

edification purposes. For example, Dou & was a type of food utensil used in the pre-

Qin Dynasty. The king was allowed to use 26 Dou, the princes 16 Dou, the vassals 12
Dou, the upper class eight Dou and the lower class six Dou. The king and the literati
strictly limited the specifications, sizes and quantities of daily utensils used by
different classes, further reinforcing the idea of class distinction and warning the
public not to overstep their bounds and to keep to themselves as a means of
maintaining social stability. In addition, Wu’s educational function was made possible
by the ritual and cultural model. The ruling class managed the social order by
establishing rules and regulations. After that, the ruling class used the power of folk
customs to teach the public to submit themselves to the rituals. The elite class,
represented by the literati, refined the ideology they promoted into constraints on the
daily life of the public, closely integrating the ritual system with everyday life.

While the ideology espoused by the elite was stable and rarely changed, the demands

of the public were increasingly evolving. The emperors and the literati used ideology

143 Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: a Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1984, 173-79, 292-94.
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to regulate and restrict ordinary people, which would definitely be bound to provoke

resistance from lower class people. For example, in the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644),

Neo-Confucianism % was prevalent, and the elite approved asceticism. Ironically,

the public often violated sumptuary laws in the Ming Dynasty.
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Chapter Three: Yao in the Historical Documents as

Catastrophic Signs

As has been said, Wu Yao is composed of “Wu” and “Yao”. In historical
documents, Yao was referring to some catastrophic signs, which were generally
bizarre and ominous phenomena. The Han literati believed that these ominous signs
were Heaven’s warnings that human behaviour did not follow its will and the order of
the universe. It might lead to severe punishment for the country.

In the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), people believed that Heaven gave warnings
or praises through various unusual natural phenomena or events. This belief might be
based on the Mandate of Heaven in the Zhou Dynasty (1046 BC-256 BC) and the

cosmology created by the Han literati. The Mandate of Heaven is a Zhou concept. In

Zhou literature, “heaven X had various meanings, including the sky, weather, the

power to rule everything, the guidance of human beings’ fate, and the natural or moral
order. Around 1045 BC-1040 BC, the Zhou leader had overthrown the Shang
Dynasty. In order to convince the defeated Shang people to accept Zhou’s regulation
and the justice of Zhou’s conqueror, the Zhou rulers promulgated many
proclamations. They proposed a concept, the Mandate of Heaven. Zhou rulers
believed that Heaven would give dominion over the human world to those Heaven
recognised. As long as these rulers and their successors discharged their religious and
administrative duties piously and impartially, they might continue using the power
that Heaven sanctioned. However, if the rulers started to deprave or betray Heaven,
and the value of the ruling family declined, Heaven might abandon them and transfer
the mandate to a new successor, electing a new ruler of the human world. Zhou rulers
believed that the Shang King was once a wise and benevolent ruler with blessings and
recognition from Heaven. However, later, the Shang King became brutal and
depraved, so Heaven ordered the Zhou rulers to overthrow the Shang King, punish the
king’s error deeds, and establish a new dynasty.!** According to the Mandate of
Heaven, the Zhou rulers cleverly denied that the change of dynasties was the action of

a powerful country overthrowing a weak one but a process of the will of Heaven.

144 De Bary, Wm. Theodore, Wing-tsit Chan, Joseph. Adler, Irene. Bloom, and Richard. Lufrano. Sources of Chinese
Tradition, Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2nd ed. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999, 27-28.
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Based on the Mandate of Heaven, the rulers of the human world had the
responsibility and moral obligation to Heaven and his people. How should rulers
fulfill their duty to avoid losing the protection and recognition of Heaven? In the Han
literati’s opinion, all human beings, including the emperors, were supposed to follow
the rules and orders in the universe. The Han literati also used Taoism to explain the
universe. The Japanese also took over this same account of the creation and prefaced
to their native mythology in the Nihongi.!** The Han literati argued that everything

was chaotic and formless before the birth of heaven and earth, which was the Great

Beginning A#]. The Great Beginning produced emptiness. After that, emptiness

created the universe, and the universe gave birth to matter. The clean, light matter first
gathered together and rose, producing Heaven. The turbid, heavy matter gradually

solidified and condensed, creating the earth. The essence of heaven and earth

combined into Yin & and Yang %, and the essence of yin and yang gave birth to the

four seasons. In the course of the four seasons, the essence conceived in heaven and
earth was scattered into all things in the universe. The sun came from the
accumulation of fire force, and the moon came from the water force. The excess
energy of the sun and moon produced stars, while the earth gained water and soil.!#®
In Han literati’s cosmology, Heaven was a natural order that operated according
to unchanging principles and orders, providing the environment where all creatures
survived. Rulers, as well as everyone in the country, should follow the rules of
Heaven. If they violated principles, Heaven may give misfortune to the country. One
of the crucial rules was the Five Phases: fire, water, earth, wood and metal. Five
Phases were quantitative aspects of Qi. Qi was a fundamental concept in Chinese

thought and could be interpreted as vital energy, vital force, material force, and

breath of life in living creatures. As for the Five Phases, they controlled time in a
fixed order and were associated with four seasons and 12 months.!4’
During the Qin and early Han dynasties, the prevailing view was that these five

phases conquered each other. Fire conquered water, water conquered earth, earth

145 De Bary, Wm. Theodore, Wing-tsit Chan, Joseph. Adler, Irene. Bloom, and Richard. Lufrano. Sources of Chinese

Tradition, Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2nd ed. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999, 346.

146 (pre-Qin)He Ning. Huainanzi T8 F . Beijig:Zhonghua Book Company,1998, 166-167; De Bary, Wm.

Theodore, Wing-tsit Chan, Joseph. Adler, Irene. Bloom, and Richard. Lufrano. Sources of Chinese Tradition,

Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2nd ed. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999, 346-347.

147 De Bary, Wm. Theodore, Wing-tsit Chan, Joseph. Adler, Irene. Bloom, and Richard. Lufrano. Sources of Chinese

Tradition, Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2nd ed. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999, 82, 347.
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conquered wood, and wood conquered metal. The five phases theory prevailed until

Wang Mang £ 3 replaced the Han Dynasty with his dynasty in 9 AD. During this

period, the literati Liu Xiang and Liu Xin argued that the “generation” cycle of the
Five Phases was supposed to replace the previous “conquest” cycle. Liu Xin and his
school used the generation theory to assign a ruling phase to each dynasty and insert
“intercalary reigns” of the phase water to make it consistent.!*® The essential
Confucian thought of a generation cycle was based on the generation cycle. Heaven
preferred to give birth, not punish and conquer. In the generation cycle, wood
produces fire; fire produces earth. Earth produces metal, and water comes from metal.
In addition to the cycle, five phases correspond to four seasons, colours, and
directions. Fire belongs to summer, its colour is red, and its direction is south. Metal
is related to autumn; its colour is white, and its direction is west; water is winter, its
colour is black, and its direction is north. Because there were five phases, earth did
not belong to any seasons and its colour, yellow, was assigned to the transition
between the four seasons. Rulers believed that their dynasties needed to regulate
according to a phase and reflect the colours of that phase in daily activities. For
instance, Qin Shihuang, the first emperor of imperial China, believed that his dynasty
was ruled by the virtue and power of water. He made black the official colour.

In summary, Heaven did not act personally, but rather organically. The task of
the ruler was to maintain order and harmony in the human world. How could human
beings obtain guidance to judge whether they were following the orders or will of
Heaven? Han literati argued that the Heaven would respond to people through unusual
phenomena, such as excessive rain, earthquakes, and other disasters and omens,
leading to a transfer of the Mandate of Heaven to the founder of a new dynasty. This

opinion can be named the belief of signs in the thesis.

The belief of signs fIEJKE{P could be divided into two categories (see Figure

3.1). The first was the auspicious signs, which were various strange and beautiful

natural phenomena or things. The auspicious signs were considered to be proofs of the

148 (Han)Ban Gu ¥E[&. Han Shu X, Wu Xing Zhi 51T, Volume 25. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1962,
1270-1271. De Bary, Wm. Theodore, Wing-tsit Chan, Joseph. Adler, Irene. Bloom, and Richard. Lufrano. Sources
of Chinese Tradition, Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2nd ed. New Y ork: Columbia University Press, 1999,
348-350; De Bary, Wm. Theodore, Wing-tsit Chan, Joseph. Adler, Irene. Bloom, and Richard. Lufrano. Sources of
Chinese Tradition, Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2nd ed. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999,
347-349.
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Divine affirmation of the emperor’s establishment of a state, his lordship and his
birth. The other category was catastrophic signs, which included disasters that were
harmful to humans, such as droughts, earthquakes, landslides, as well as many natural
and social anomalies and strange phenomena, such as solar and lunar eclipses.
Although some abnormal and strange phenomena did not cause harm to people, they
were related to people or events in human society, and were strong warning signs of
certain dangerous social events, which were equally frightening and disturbing.

The belief of signs began in the middle and late Warring States period (475 BC—
221 BC) and flourished in the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220). The first systematic record

of auspicious signs was the book Song Shu Fu Rui Zhi RBFFHEwZE written by Shen

Yue in the Southern dynasties (420-589). It could be referred from this book that the
idea of auspicious signs reflected the theme of the divine right of Kings. In terms of

content, it combined various myths and primitive worship concepts, such as nature
worship, totem worship, animal and plant worship and Yin Yang theory FERZE225R.
The idea of auspicious signs had a strong primitive style. The first official document

to record various types of catastrophic signs was the Han Shu Wu Xing Zhi X P HIT

7& compiled by Ban Gu in the Han Dynasty, including locusts, hail, floods, droughts

and earthquakes.
An auspicious sign meant a sign of good fortunes. It was believed that good
fortune was preceded by unusual signs that represented divine blessings, which were

beneficial to humans. There were many historical books dedicated to auspicious

signs, such as Song Shu Fu Rui Zhi RPBFFEE&, Rui Ying Tu XN, Nan Qi Shu
Xiang Rui Zhi 5% B-#E, Wei Shu Ling Zheng Zhi B4 RIEE and Shi Ruiji

AIHiE. In historical books, the two books that comprehensively summarised and

recorded auspicious signs were Song Shu Fu Rui Zhi and Rui Ying Tu, in which
auspiciousness were divided into nine categories.

The first category was animal auspicious signs, including beasts, birds, insects

and fish. The auspicious signs of the beasts included Kylin B White Ze H¥,

Cheng Ma %5, Tao Tu B8B%, Gui Di BREE, Jiao Duan His, Xie Zhi 3 Si &,
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White elephant A%, White Zhang H &, White Deer B, Tian Deer XEE, Red
Bear 77B& , Chi Pi 2, White wolf BIE, White fox B, Wen fox XM, Nine-
tailed fox JUBIN, Qing Fox &M, Red Rabbit FR%, White Rabbit H &, One-
horned Beast — &, Three-horned Beast = &2, Bian Jian Beast L&, Six-
legged Beast 7N B&, Zou Yu Z4/E, White Tiger H R, Yuan Leopard JT%Y, Qu
Dog BIR, Leopard Dog IR, Long Ma 5, Teng Huang &%, White Horse,
Zhule HG4KE, Fei Tu &, Yao Niao BESR and Bo Horse X5, The
auspicious signs of birds included Sacred Bird #5, Phoenix, Luan Bird Z 5, Yuan
Crane Jt#S, Pair of Lovebirds tbEE, Pale Bird &5, Red Bird 775, White
Crow B, White Dove B8, Red Sparrow 75, White Magpie HEY, Wild Duck
83, White Swallow H &, Three-legged Bird = &% and White Sparrow HE.
The auspicious signs of insects or fish included Ling Tortoise 2R #8, Xuan Tortoise
%, Flounder kB &, Big Earthworm K15l, Qing Dragon &7, Yellow Dragon

BE® and King Dragon 5= . Animal auspicious signs may be related to the totem

worship of the early tribes. For instance, Liu Yuqing believes that the totem of the

Hebe JA[{HH% was the great fish.'*> Guo Moruo believes that the Yellow Emperor

trained clans named six kinds of beasts to fight. From then on, six beast clans formed
a tribe, of which the bear clan was the leader. The Yellow Emperor belonged to the

bear clan.!?°

The auspicious signs of plants included Ju Pi FE#£, Alkanet KE. 8%, Sha
Pu #EH, Ming Jia E3&, Strange Growing Grasses ¥k, Fu Bing &3, Wei Sui &

2 QuYi JB%k YanJia HEE, Zi Da 5K, Zhi Cao Z &, Zhi Ying Z 3. , Trees

149 Liu Yuqing. Totem Mythology and Traditional Chinese Life. Beijing: People’s Publishing House,2002,168-71.
150 Guo Moruo. Chinese History Manuscript. Beijing: People’s Publishing House,1962,113.
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with different roots, the upper branches are joined together K%, Bin Lian Kuo
Da FEiEFAIA, Ping Lu ¥ 5, Wu #&, Hua Ping #F, Ju Sou % and Wei Xiang
EZ&, Auspicious Clouds [JRZ=#&Z, Shao Clouds Mz, Sweet Rain H &, Ling

Rain R F, Sweet Spring Water B8R, Wave Well JEH and Geng Che 1R%.

The appearance of some special scenes in the sun, the moon and stars was also a

good omen. For example, the sun and the moon shone at the same time B B#3%, a
bright yellow glow surrounded the sun H & E &, a beautiful rainbow illuminated the
sky ARUI, the sun and the moon seemed to be one shining in the sky H B & EE,
five shining stars were joined together like beads in the night sky 2 #13&E Bk, and

lightnings surrounded the Dubhe K HBY481t 3} 2. When some special stars

appeared in the night sky, it also indicated that auspicious things would happen, such

as the Big Dipper 2B & and the Old Man star A £.

Auspicious signs could be also present in dreams. For example, someone
dreamed of climbing up into the sky and a red bird like a dragon was playing with
him. Someone in a dream climbed the ladder to heaven. Someone dreamed of a green
dragon flying around him. These dreams were all auspicious signs. There were also
some auspicious signs associated with human body, such as a snake with a human
head, a dragon’s face, four breasts on the chest, and 72 moles on the left hip. Further,
there were also some auspicious signs that foreshadowed the will of heaven. For
example, an old woman dreamed of a dragon and then gave birth to the first emperor
of the Han Dynasty. It could be referred from this belief that the idea of auspicious
signs still reflected the theme of the divine right of Kings. It was recorded in historical
documents that gold, jade, a precious tripod and immortals were also auspicious signs.

In contrast to auspicious signs, catastrophic signs, which were generally
anomalous, bizarre and portentous, were known as Yao. For example, if floods,
earthquakes, and solar eclipses took place, people would believe that these unusual

phenomena were signs of the king’s failure and the state’s decline. It was recorded in
Zuo Zhuan E4&(722 BC—468 BC), a chronological history of the pre-Qin period,
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that “When nature goes against its objective laws, it brings about disaster. When Wu

on earth goes against their nature, it brings about Yao. When people go against their

proper morality, it brings about social unrest KREI AR , RPAK , BRRE

H9EL.”1! Yao had more than an inductive relationship with the human world. It was

usually human behaviour that triggered the signs and the specific catastrophes.

Therefore, there was an saying that “Yao was raised by humans K A 3%.152

From the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) ,
several categories of Yao emerged. The first category was natural disasters, such as
floods, droughts, snow, earthquakes, hurricanes, landslides, plagues of locusts, frosts
and hail. The second category was astronomical phenomena, such as solar and lunar
eclipses and comet appearances. The last category was what the government
considered to be abnormal. The literati and high-class people would over-interpret

unusual phenomenon. For example, anomalies in plants, birds and animals could be

linked to political situations. It was recorded in Wu Xing Zhi 4T that there was

an incident of a flock of crows fighting. A minister named Liu Xiang explained that
the white crow and the black crow, who belonged to the same kind, fought and killed
each other, which meant the states of Wu and Chu would be against the imperial

153

family.'>®> There was another example in Wu Xing Zhi FL4T&. An emperor was bad-

tempered and even killed his ministers at will. Every time the emperor killed one of

his ministers at random, a herb that could not be frozen to death by frost appeared,

which was called Herb Yao TR RN{TUBARE, BETNURTUR, MEE
¥X.15* In addition to these Yao, Human Yao AZX, Fu Yao ARZK, Ballad Yao iF#K
and Wu Yao #J%K were also considered catastrophic signs by the government.

In Chinese historical documents, Human Yao AZ#X, in general, included three

categories: abnormal body, abnormal behaviour and transgender. Abnormal body

151 Yang Bojun. Chungiu Zuo Zhuan Zhu &I #& %, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1990, 763.
152 1bid.,196-197.
153 Tbid., Han Shu X35, Wu Xing Zhi BT, 1415.
134 Tbid., 1405.
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meant unexplained additions or mutations to the body organs, such as having horns,
having two heads or having strange red hair. For instance, a boy aged ten years old,
who was from Xiami in Jiaodong, had a pair of horns on the head and there was hair
on horns.!>> The horn was a sharp weapon, which meant wars and weapons. The
appearance of the man with horns meant that the minister was tyrannical or about to
rise up against the government, which was a catastrophic sign. Abnormal behaviour
was also classified as Human Yao, such as coming back from the dead. A woman
named Zhao Chun died of an illness, but she came back from the dead. She claimed to

have seen her dead father in the underworld and her father told her, “you were only 27

years old and should not have died ¥ IR E AT ML FRBERE , BifE

%, Wl , BEEN. BERRER , B F=+3E , HFHFL .5 The

third type of Human Yao was the gender-confused person, of which there were
different situations. The person could be hermaphrodite. Sometimes the person could
have a male body, but a female mind, or the person had a female body and a male
mind. They behaved and dressed in a confusing way. In ancient China, where rituals
were strict, these situations were not widely accepted. It was considered to be a

phenomenon of Yin and Yang reversing, and also as a phenomenon of Human Yao.

Yin PH and Yang PBH were important guidelines for the interpretation of catastrophic

signs, with male as Yang and female as Yin. Only when Yin and Yang were in
harmony could everything move in their own order, otherwise it would bring about

Yao.

Ballad Yao #¥%K referred to metaphorical, satirical ballads about politics and

reality. These ballads were based on political events and aimed at whipping the ruling
class, which were intended to express common people’s grievances and anger. For
example, Huan Xuan usurped the throne and founded a new state, which was
promptly destroyed by an army led by Liu Yu. Huan Xuan’s palace maids, his cohorts

and families were given away as military rewards, which was recorded in the Ballad

of Chagrin BERFMERYD K RZFERWNER, HMFBEELAHRE LAz

155 Tbid., 1474.
156 Tbid., 1473.
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Fu Yao BRZX referred to clothing that was different from conventional clothing

and contrary to the prevailing aesthetic, which was associated with catastrophe in
national ideology by the literati and emperors. There were many types of Fu Yao,
such as exotic clothing, unusual clothing, men wearing women’s clothing and women
wearing men’s clothing. For example, Confucianism held the belief that men should

wear coats and trousers and the coat and trousers should not be sewn together, while

women should wear dresses (see Figure 3.2), which was the harmony of Yin Pf and
Yang PH. They considered the anomalies of Yin and Yang in clothing to be a
catastrophic sign, such as Mei Xi ¥&xE wearing a man’s crown leading to the

downfall of her state and He Yan {2 wearing a woman’s dress leading to death Ik

EFREFBEBMCE, AZKRZAZEMTE.® However, the phenomena of

women wearing men’s clothes and men wearing women’s dresses were not

uncommon in some dynasties, such as the fashion of wearing the Taoist robe E# in

the Ming Dynasty (see Figure 3.3). Taoist robes looked like women’s dresses and

were people’s daily dressing style at that time.

The scope of Wu Yao #J#k was broader than Fu Yao. Fashionable and rare

artworks and goods continued to appear, and people were willing to spend a great deal
of money on them, which was regarded as Wu Yao by the literati. Wu Yao involved
clothing, paintings, calligraphy, food, study supplies, porcelain, tobacco, folding fans
and furniture.

It is easy for the public to be fearful and curious about unusual phenomenon.

How is the public convinced that unusual phenomena have special meanings? The

157 Hu Xiangqin. “On the Nature of Poem-Yao in WUXINGZHI of SONGSHU.” Journal of Historiography,
10.02(2014):18-25.
158 Yang Zhengtai. A Study of Ming Dynasty Stage. Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 1994, 357.
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literati and emperors created the belief in the interaction between gods and humans

R A BRI, Gods would hint at people through unusual things, and people would sense

the hints. After that, people had to act in accordance with the will of the gods. This
belief required four key elements: divine will, kingship, holy virtue and divine signs.
Based on this belief, the literati and the emperor seized the power to explain unusual
things that were beyond the scope of human cognition. They expected the common
people to worship the kingship of the emperor because the kingship was a gift from
the gods. In the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), Dong Zhongshu (179 BC-104 BC), a
famous philosopher, further refined the belief in the interaction between gods and
humans. For instance, he believed that “in spring, when the wood god is in charge of
things, a gentle policy is to be practiced, and favours are to be shown to the people

and even to all creatures. All kinds of destructive actions are strictly forbidden, such

as cutting down trees, catching fish and pounding the eggs of birds KA , M1TE

¥, B#BEZ . In Dong’s opinion, “if it goes against the will of the gods in summer, it
will be not cold in winter, or the winter cold will not stop, which will result in

disasters BERBIKZREK , BATHE , KEFRHE.”'S This means that what

should be done in spring was according to the will of the gods. That people went

against the will of the gods was a failure of government, which could lead to natural

disasters. This belief in the interaction between gods and humankind X A B M had a

profound influence on ordinary people, the literati and emperors.
Based on this belief, the appearance of auspicious signs before the emperor
succeeded to the throne was a sign of heavenly reward, which meant that the emperor

was the one chosen by the gods. Therefore, to manifest the sanctity of the emperor,

the emperor would use auspicious signs to indicate that he was the Real Dragon EJ¢
X F, whom gods had blessed. In Fu Rui Zhi R$ - fF s &, many emperors said

they were born in unusual scenes. Cao Pi ZRX FE A (187-226) was an emperor in

the Three Kingdoms Period (220-280). When he was born, people saw the blue

159" Zhou, GuiDian. “On the Truth of Dong Zhongshu’s Interaction between Man and Nature.” Hebei Academic
Journal, n0.3(2001):10-14.
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clouds covering the sun. BB &, NEE, FH AR, EREBFURNERH, 3F

AEZS. 1 Sun Quan RAFAMY (182-252) was another emperor in the Three

Kingdoms Period. His mother dreamed of the sun entering her womb when she was

pregnant 2 H A£.1! In fact, both the auspicious signs and Yao were political

culture and political means of self-glorification and self-promotion for the ruling
class.

While emperors used auspicious signs to indicate the legitimacy and sanctity of
the throne, the literati preferred to influence the ruling class and maintain their own
position by interpreting the Yao phenomenon. Liu Wenying summed up three
methods in his study of the divination of dreams: direct interpretation, indirect
interpretation and reverse interpretation.'®These methods were also applicable to the
literati’s interpretation of the Yao phenomenon.

Direct interpretation was the simplest method of the three because signs and

events could be logically corresponded directly. Xunzi B F explained the Human

Yao in detail in his book The Theory of Heaven X1i£. Xunzi’s book records that when

people did not farm according to the seasonal terms, the government lost popular
support, rice was expensive, people starved to death on the road, the government was
in chaos, people were in moral confusion, men and women were promiscuous, fathers

and sons were suspicious of each other, the emperor did not trust his ministers, and so

on. All of the above phenomena were Human Yao. M2 BEE#& , AN AT Et:
ERHATR  ElBAY  BRAR K ABEE , XRBERY , ERAEA , K22
BAK, BRSTH , BETR , ZETE , REZIBAK, ILXTE , RAE
Al , BOEE , RFERE , LT®E , BEHAE , REZBAR. KRET

i, =&% , TRE, HiRER , HEE1S.'9 Xunzi took an objective look at

the unusual phenomena of nature and pointed out the dangers of bad human behaviour

160 (Liang)Shen Yue JL£Y. Song Shu R¥5. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,1974, 774.

161 Tbid.,780.
162 Liu Wenying. Dream Superstition and Dream Exploration. Beijing: China Social Science Press, 1989,68-94.
163 Tbid., Xunzi. 306-308.
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under the guise of all-natural disasters. Direct interpretation was not easy. In fact,
there were few cases in which the Yao phenomenon directly corresponded to an
event, but the literati used examples that had already happened when explaining the
phenomenon. From the perspective of historical observers, the literati preferred to
look for an event that had been verified.

Indirect interpretation was a way of transforming the sign and then interpreting it
according to the transformed sign, which was the most common way of interpreting
the signs. It was easy for the literati to interpret the signs from different perspectives
because there were always some logical elements in their explanations for the
phenomenon of Yao. For example, in 178, there was a strange incident in the palace

where a hen suddenly became a cock, but the crown part remained the same. Liu

Hong SX R ¥ (156-189), the emperor at the time, asked his minister Cai Yong

about this strange incident. Based on the political situation of the time, Cai Yong

pointed out that this incident was a warning from the gods that a woman in the palace

was interfering with the government, referring to the imperial concubine He %2
RUAENHR, EFELTF , ARREMSHCANERGEE MLz , FF

HEMAERZRBE, ENZTE , BEAY , XBHANEEL K. In

another example, in 605, many people’s dogs in the Yanmen area left homes to
become wild dogs, performing like wild wolves and attacking pedestrians. This

phenomenon lasted for several years. A minister named Li Chunfeng believed it was a

foreshadowing of the ministers betraying the emperor 1T/ H: ‘R , ST E BT

SEHE ETTAHZR, FEWR , REH , AEEZMNW.'S Dogs were

responsible for guarding the home. Li Chunfeng first transformed dogs and animals
into ministers in the human world because ministers should protect their masters. A
dog leaving home was like a minister leaving his emperor. In the second step of his
explanation, the dog changed into a wolf meant the dog became a violent and vicious

animal. In ancient Chinese culture, the white wolf was related to weapons in the belief

164 (Song)Fan Ye. Hou Han Shu J53X3. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1965, 3273-74.

165 (Tang)Wei Zheng. Sui Shu B&¥5. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1973, 641.
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of Five Elements F1T. Therefore, a wolf was a catastrophic sign of war. However, it

was Li Chunfeng’s subjective interpretation that the white wolf was a bad sign. There
were many meanings of white animals, such as white mice, white rabbits, white foxes,
white wolves and white tigers, which were auspicious signs. In 605, the emperor was
Yang Guang, who was widely regarded as a tyrannical ruler. How could auspicious
signs occur under the rule of a tyrant? Therefore, Li Chunfeng believed a white wolf
was a catastrophic sign.

Sometimes, unusual signs did not correspond to later events. The literati would
interpret from the opposite of the signs. For instance, in 617, people found a stone

engraved with the words, “The emperor will be in his position for thousand years
RFIAFH” , which was regarded as an auspicious sign. Ministers congratulated the

emperor, Yang Guang. However, Yang Guang was killed the following year, which
contradicted the meaning of the auspicious sign. Therefore, Li Chunfeng interpreted
this unusual event as a catastrophic sign and argued that “A man could not live for ten

thousand years. Those who now claimed to live for thousands years may bring about
potential disaster. FTERFE , FEZ2EH, SHTEE , REIEZ”.1

The literati were different from ordinary diviners in their interpretation of the
phenomena of Yao. The literati were more concerned with the rise and fall of the
nation, while diviners usually predicted the fate of individuals. On the other hand, the
diviner made predictions about what would happen in the future, and whether
predictions would come true was not important in the present. However, the literati
were confronted with the phenomenon of Yao, which was usually a historical event
and had already taken place. The literati’s task was to create a link between the
unusual signs and the outcome, and the link should be confirmed. As a group of
intellectual elites, the literati interpreted the phenomenon of Yao randomly according
to their personal beliefs, and Yao could be interpreted as any people, things or
phenomena which were direct threats to the political and ethical order. As the Yao
was a warning from the gods, then the literati’s opinions were endorsed by the gods
and the rulers could not easily refute them. The belief of auspicious and catastrophic

signs was a good weapon for the literati to control the powerful rulers effectively.

166 Tbid., 642.
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In fact, auspicious signs might have occurred during the reign of a tyrant, while
catastrophic signs emerged during the reign of a good emperor. Whenever there was

political chaos, emperors preferred to choose auspicious signs to decorate their

thrones, such as Liu Ao JX#F, Liu Xin SXZ=#F and Wang Mang £ 3. Asa

result, auspicious signs may appear more frequently during the reign of a tyrant. The
literati were unwilling to see this happen. The view of the literati was that auspicious
signs and catastrophic signs should be consistent with whether the government was a
good regime. Thus, the literati prepared another explanation in advance. Since
auspicious signs and catastrophic signs were born in response to politics, what were
auspicious signs and what were catastrophic signs should also be judged by politics.
This left a great deal of space for the literati to interpret signs. When catastrophic
signs occurred, if the emperor was able to correct his mistake and restore the chaos to
normal track, then the phenomenon of Yao was not bad, which meant that gods did
not lose faith in the emperor and the signs were just sent to save and remind the
human world. According to the literati’s belief, when an auspicious sign appeared in
the political chaos, the situation was even worse, which indicated that the gods had
lost confidence in the emperor. So, gods would confuse people with an auspicious
sign, urging the emperor to lose his rule as soon as possible. That is to say, the literati
could change their words flexibly to explain whether the signs were good or bad
according to the political situation and personal position. Their attitudes on the
phenomenon of Yao, including Wu Yao, could also be changeable. For example,
during the Ming Dynasty, the government became weak, and there was no hope for a
literati’s career. Thus, the literati changed their opinion on Wu Yao, stopped opposing
extravagance, and agreed with the idea that luxury could make wealth. During that
period, many literati joined commercial activities to improve their standard of living.
In the eyes of modern science, both auspicious signs and Yao are natural

phenomena that occur in nature. For instance, the emergence of a multi-spiked crop

K is explained scientifically using modern genetic theory. Natural climatic and
geological phenomena such as snowstorms, droughts and earthquakes are
commonplace and can be analysed and presented using scientific theories and

methods. Therefore, the belief in auspicious and catastrophic signs that were so much

preached by the imperial monarchs and the literati was illusory. They were intended
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to maintain the legitimacy of their regime or give proper control over the despotic rule
of the imperial monarchs.

Since there is no logical relationship between Yao and the rise and fall of
nations, it is somewhat absurd for the literati and ruling class to criticise the
phenomenon of Wu Yao so vociferously, arguing that the pursuit of material desires

by ordinary people would lead to the downfall of the nation’s fortunes.

62



Chapter Four: Yao in Chinese Classical Novels as Beautiful

Temptation

As discussed in Chapter Three, in official documents, Yao was considered
dangerous and unusual signs, which were punishments and warnings from Heaven. In
addition to official texts, Yao appeared frequently in classical Chinese novels. Yao
were described as magical creatures good at seducing human beings, leading people
to be depraved. These novels, written mainly by the literati, encompassed the literati’s
dissatisfaction with life and their desire for the future, which were a projection of the
inner desires of the literati. It is worth analysing these unofficial fictional texts and
examining another characteristic of Yao in imperial China: seductiveness. Perhaps it
was the seductive and unusual characteristic of Yao that led emperors and the literati
to combine the words “Yao” and “Wu” and create the term “Wu Yao” when they
criticised the luxurious, novel and attractive things and unusual phenomena. In their
novels, the literati showed an ambivalent emotion of resistance and attraction to
tempting Yao. Perhaps this mentality was one of the reasons why the literati could not

resist the luxurious life and violated the sumptuary policies.

Yao, the Chinese word “#X”, was originally written as “@&” in seal script. The

seal script is a style of writing Chinese characters used on bronze ritual vessels from

the 11th to 3rd century BCE and functioned as the standardised system of writing
from 221 to 209 BCE. In The Origin of Chinese Characters 13 &=, the first
dictionary in China to be arranged by radicals, Yao was described as unusual and
ominous phenomena X , #R ¥ FKE.17 In political texts, Yao could refer to

unusual phenomena caused by human activities, persons and things that threatened the

political or ethical order. For instance, as mentioned in Chapter Three, it was recorded

in Zuo Zhuan ZE4& (722 BC—468 BC), a chronological history of the pre-Qin period,

167 (Han)Xu Shen ¥F&. The Origin of Chinese Characters Wt X ##% . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,1963,

9.
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that “Yao was raised by humans #ZKE A 347,19 In novels, Yao refers to evil and

harmful monsters in folk legends who often transform into charming women. In
summary, Yao’s characteristics are abnormality and seductiveness. In different
novels, there were various types of Yao.

There were three typical categories of literary works in Chinese classical novels

from the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the Qing Dynasty(1636—1912): the novels of

gods and spirits R B /NN, literary sketches 12/, and realist novels 1§/

. Novels of gods and spirits are writing related to gods, immortals, ghosts and Yao

as the main narrative characters, the style of which in Western terms would be
considered romantic. Some of the works had religious undertones, advocated secular
morality and criticised the quotidian world. They reflected the pursuit of a new life
and a yearning for a world to come. The literary sketches are not fictional literary
works but are relatively free-form. Generally speaking, these works mostly reflect the
author’s feelings and experiences, which include commentary on customs and
folklore, political views and current affairs. It was in documents such as these that the
literati were able to express their attitudes and opinions more directly and sincerely
without the confinement of being the chroniclers of official historical documents. The
third type, realist novels, again drawing on the understanding of the form as it
developed in Europe in the 19th century, was popular in the Ming Dynasty (1368—
1644). They drew from the daily life of common people, depicting family disputes,
love stories, marriages, and social problems and evaluating the official circles, the

brothel and Confucianism. These novels focused on the so-called real life of ordinary

people. A Dream in Red Mansions 4I#&%, The Plum in the Golden Vase & MG

and San Yan and Er Pai =& =3 were the representative works.

Yao had different manifestations in accordance with these three types of writing.
In the novels of gods and spirits, Yao was described in terms of unnatural lifeforms
with magic powers and prowess at shape-shifting, who often entangled with humans.
In literary sketches and realist novels, the literati refer to fashionable things as Wu

Yao. The literati referred to fashionable things and phenomena that were beautiful,

198 Yang Bojun. Chungiu Zuo Zhuan Zhu &I ZE1&3%. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1990, 196-197.
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flamboyant, strange, coquettish, charming and exotic as Wu Yao, emphasising their
novel sensual effects and irresistible seductiveness. Wu Yao usually appeared in the
daily necessities of life, such as clothing, jewellery, carriages, utensils, toys and
houses. In addition to Wu Yao, in the literary sketches and realist novels, Yao also
referred to persons and their behaviours that did not conform to the pattern of
etiquette and customs.

The origins and types of Yao in classical literature from the Han Dynasty
(202 BC-220) to the Qing Dynasty (1636—1912) are relatively complex, and it may be
inaccurate to categorise them according to what was evil or demonic. Yao was a
different race, or creed, from that of immortals, gods, humans or ghosts. Learning
magic powers or following the guidance of other gods, humans, flowers, plants,

insects, fish, birds and animals could eventually become gods through cultivation and

practice. However, Yao had to be approved by the Heaven Court XEE, the

supreme ruling centre in Chinese folk mythology, and given an official title, ~which
was at the mercy of the Jade Emperor EE2 A%, the leader of the Heaven Court and

lord of heaven and earth in Taoist mythology. Those who had not completed their

cultivation or were not recognised by the Jade Emperor £ 2 K7 would still be

called Yao.
In the novels of gods and spirits, Yao was divided into male and female.

Masculine Yao had a relatively fixed image, which looked like beasts with fierce

faces, such as the Bull Demon King 4/& E, the Black River Monster 25a[4%, the

Golden Horned King A K E or the Silver Horned King 8RB K E. The

frequency of the appearance of male Yao was much lower than that of female Yao.
This was probably because the female Yao was more suitable for the romance
between man and Yao, which was one of the themes in classical literature. In most
novels of gods and spirits, the primary focus is on the emotional entanglement
between male and female Yao.

Female Yao were mainly unnatural lifeforms with special powers and
supernatural abilities. The origins of female Yao were various. Some of them who
were born as common people cultivated themselves to become Yao, while others who

were initially gods or goddesses were relegated to the human world and turned into
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Yao. In any case, all of them were extremely powerful and had the abilities of

immortals. For example, in The Journey to the West Pai#ig, written in the Ming

Dynasty (1368-1644), the Scorpion Yao living in the Pipa Cave had two pincer feet

and used a three-pronged fork. Her power to sting and the strength of her poison were

so powerful that even the hero, Sun Wukong #MEZE, had no prospect of overcoming

her.'® Another powerful female Yao from the same tale was the Spider Yao. She
lived in Pansi Cave and could release countless soft, sticky strands of silk from her
navel, which could stick to humans, dragonflies and bees.!”® The mouse Yao that
lived in the bottomless hole was cunning and crafty and could be called one of the
most cunning female Yao. There were a great number of hole nests in the 300-mile
area around the deep hole where the mouse Yao lived.!”! As such, in order to subdue
all kinds of female Yao, human beings needed to make many efforts and pay a high
cost.

The literati from the Han Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty were charged with the
important task of ruling the country, and their physical and emotional needs were
neglected and deliberately suppressed. Thus, the literati created female Yao to
unleash their desires. They were in the mindset of hunting for beautiful women,
enjoying the rare love in the human world, without any moral obligation or
responsibility. As a rule, female Yao were attractive in appearance. Regardless of
their original lifeform, female Yao, who assumed human form, had a beautiful
appearance and graceful figure. The portrayal of the female Yao was often outside of
stereotypes and social conventions of the time. The literati, as a male group, portrayed
the female Yao exclusively in terms of male visual sensory experience, that is, as an
object for male observation and consumption. The clothing, behaviour and
appearance of the female Yao were simply a collection of male desires, which
explained the uniformity of the female Yao’s appearance and style in Chinese
classical literature. On the species hierarchy, female Yao was inferior to humans.

Once their original life forms were discovered, they would feel a sense of inferiority

as an alien. For example, in the novel Qing Feng & R\, Qing Feng wanted to escape

169 (Ming) Wu Chengen. Xi You Ji Pa)i#12.People’s Literature Publishing House, 1955, 669.
170 Tbid., 872.
171 Tbid., 985.
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the hunters and was rescued by Kong Xueli. He found Qing Feng’s original lifeform
was a fox, which destroyed Qing Feng’s previously reserved image as a lovely young
girl. Qing Feng was grateful to Kong Xueli and finally accepted his affection. In
Chinese classical literature, the literati always emphasised the power, greed and

seduction of female Yao, as if it were normal for humans to be bewitched.

In the novel You Ming Lu W B33, written in the Nan Dynasty(420-589), the fox

Yao is not only beautiful but also smart. She supports her husband with her own
money, bears their children for him and takes good care of the family.!”? She was the
type of woman the literati praised. Wu Chengen, the author of Journey to the West,

described the female Yao whose original lifeform was a mouse with a golden nose

and white hair #58X A £ 58 B FEE: “Her delicate white feet are like a pair of half-

opened golden lotus. Her ten fingers are like bamboo shoots. Her round and pink face

is like a silver basin. Her cherry red lips are so inviting —3X4 &N 347 , +i500E

EFER AV EERZE , KE—1LUBHE "' See Figure 4.1. In other stories,

the female Yao would use their beauty to tempt humans to fall in love with them in
order to do something immoral, leading to a series of disasters. To prevent disasters,
the main characters needed to eradicate these evil female Yao, like the Jade Princess,
the concubine of the Bull Demon King in Chapter 59 of Journey to the West, and the
White-faced Fox, the beauty queen of the Bi Qiu Kingdom in Chapter 78 of Journey
to the West.'™*

Another important characteristic of the female Yao in Chinese classical literature
was that they had strong desires which they exerted proudly and without shame. For
instance, female Yao from the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the Qing Dynasty
(1636-1912) wanted their own wealth, immortal body, sexual passion and eternal
youth. Female Yao lived as families in spaces isolated from the human world or in
subterranean abodes. They had the same family composition as the human world,
including parents, children, masters and servants. However, family members were not
necessarily related by blood, which contrasted with the clans of imperial China.

Growing up and living in a special space isolated from the human world, female Yao

172 (Nan) Liu Yiqing. You Ming Lu BB33%. Shanghai Classics Publishing House,1999,713-14.
173 Tbid, 990.
174 1bid, 725, 946.
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were free from patriarchal control, ethical discipline and gender discrimination.
Female Yao were wholly free from the shackles of ethics and morality. They could
pursue what they wanted without being punished by their parents or clan. Female Yao
were often unconventional in their behaviour, thus contravening the reserve required
by rituals. The romance stories between those beautiful female Yao and men depicted
the emotional entanglement between them. The female Yao often tended to take the
initiative to seduce the young, handsome men. Female Yao did not ask for

commitment and longevity but instead opted for a brief moment of pleasure. In the

Search for Gods 181812, the typical representatives of this type of female Yao are
the fox Yao in The Mountain Yao Azi \L#KPT %K, the female Yao in The Lady in
Hairy Clothes FIK 2, the water turtle Yao in The Alligator Woman B$, and the

pig Yao in The Golden Bell with Pig Arms BB ER.

In contrast to the contemptuous attitude towards Yao, the literati did not spare
praise for goddesses. The literati made a clear distinction between these two types of
women. The Guanyin Bodhisattva, a representative of the goddesses in the Journey to
the West, was an ideal female figure in the god world. She was pure of heart,
compassionate and loving, holy and wise. She was plain, dignified and hard-working,
and her position was above that of the four main characters in the book. In contrast to
the mortal woman and the goddess, the female Yao was placed between the two
categories of figures. Female Yao’s magic power was similar to that of the goddess.
Female Yao could also become immortal through cultivation and join the ranks of the
goddesses. However, they were in the lower kingdoms rather than the realm of the
gods, which made them similar to mortal women. In contrast to the sacred goddesses
and restrained mortal women, female Yao boldly expressed and pursued their desires,
and they never cared about the consequences, even if they needed to use cruel
methods.

The literati spared no effort to write about the cruelty of female Yao’s methods
to achieve their goals, to arouse anger from readers, and then let the righteous have a

happy ending by subduing female Yao. The typical representatives of this type of

female Yao are the white snake Yao in The Three Pagodas of the West Lake Pa3#=

4% and the white cat Yao in The Three Monsters of Luoyang 7&BH =212 in the
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Song Dynasty (960—1279). In The Three Pagodas of the West Lake, Xi Xuanzan

EE#¥ travels around the West Lake and meets three female Yao. He saves a lost

Yao named Mao Nu JPZX and takes her home. More than ten days later, an older

woman, who is the girl’s grandmother, comes to his house and invites him to her
home to express her gratitude. A beautiful woman dressed in white, the mother of
Mao Nu, hosts a banquet for Xuanzan, devouring a young man’s heart, invites
Xuanzan to eat, and then makes love to him. Half a month later, another young man
arrives, and the beautiful woman wants to take Xuanzan’s heart. Xi Xuanzan escapes
death only when Mao Nu begs for mercy. The three female Yao are finally subdued
by the uncle of Xuanzan, the master Xi and are all locked in the Three Pagodas of the

West Lake.!”> In The Three Monsters of Luoyang, Pan Song meets a female Yao

named the White Madonna H =&}, who leads him into the lair of the three monsters.

At the end of the story, the master Jiang kills them. Evil female Yao used men purely
for sexual gratification but had no emotional entanglements with them. The beautiful
woman wearing a white dress kills the previous man whenever she gets new prey.
Even when Xuanzan saves the life of the woman’s daughter, she shows no gratitude
or compassion for her saviour. The literati often devised two kinds of endings for
female Yao.

Some of the female Yao who pursued their desires were shameful and would be
punished by positive Buddhist and Taoist figures. For example, the master Xi used a
charm to make the beautiful woman reveal the original form of the white snake and
suppressed it under the pagoda. Some of the female Yao who preserved their virginity

could be saved and would be given a good life. The red Spider Yao in Zheng Jie Shi

FFFEIULIHMES lived happily with the hero and was not punished because of her

chastity. The tragic endings devised by the literati for the lust-seeking female Yao
served as a warning to mortal readers and as a reminder of the traditional ethics and
other precepts, such as the three obediences and the four virtues =MPU4E. In ancient

China, the belief of the three obediences required a woman to obey her father before

marriage, obey her husband during married life, and her sons in widowhood. Women

175 Cheng Yizhong. Song and Yuan Novelists’ Collected Writing. Qi Lu Press, 2000, 306.
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were expected to uphold virtues: good moral character, meaningful conversations,

intellectual cultivation, attention to appearance and health, and effective family

management through loving, respecting, diligent, and thrifty behaviour. Through

literary works, literati reinforced the importance of these virtues in educating women.
In Chinese classical literature, female Yao was harmful to the human world

according to the literati’s view. Female Yao was supposed to be punished and

controlled. There were almost 50 main Yao in the Journey to the West Ba§#ic, 33

male Yao and 17 female Yao. Thirteen of the 33 male Yao died, a death rate of nearly
40%, and 14 out of 17 female Yao died, with a mortality rate of 82%. Female Yao had
a significantly higher mortality rate than male Yao. Even a female Yao who
cultivated for a thousand years could also die because of the pursuit of her lustful
desires, which led to her destruction. In the Journey to the West, the Scorpion Yao,

the Spider Yao, and the Apricot Yao have a strong desire for the Tang Monk, which
finally results in their losing their lives.!”® Her righteous father and her brother took

away the Mouse Yao to the Heaven Court, and the Jade Rabbit Yao was requested to

be servants by the goddess of the moon.!”” The Heaven Court XEE punished these

female Yao because they indulged in lust. The White Bone Yao sought immortality,
and the White-faced Fox wanted to be a queen. In the end, they died because of
greed.!” The magic power they had cultivated over the years enabled them to
transcend mortal women and gave them the opportunity to enter the higher world of
the gods.

The literati believed that Yao should be punished for contravening the rules of
the human world, especially the female Yao. Instead of faithfully playing the role of
male subordination and social weakness, the female Yao deviated from the traditional
gender order of submission and obedience to men. They broke into the world of men
and pursued individual rights and personal desires. In the Journey to the West, the
meat of the Tang Monk not only had the edible value of immortality, but the Tang
Monk himself was also a handsome young man. Therefore, female Yao’s desire for
the flesh of the Tang Monk was not only a desire for immortality, but also a metaphor

for the desire for sexuality and the pursuit of equal rights. From the tragic ending of

176 Tbid., 678, 879, 782.
177 Tbid., 1008, 1139.
178 Tbid., 332, 960.
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these female Yao, the literati did not support the pursuit of desire. Many authors
affirmed the female characters who adhered to the ethics in their works and punished
the female Yao who provoked the ethics.

Why did the literati want to write a story with female Yao as the main characters
when they disliked Yao? It is worthwhile examining the literati’s motivation for this.
The novels of gods and spirits were not taken seriously by mainstream society and
were not part of the list of reference books for the imperial examinations. Most of the
authors had bad careers and were down-and-out literati who wrote novels for money.
They would have a kind of compensation psychology in writing, expressing their
dissatisfaction with the hierarchy, the official system, the imperial examination

system and the concept of marriage in their own constructed fantasy world. For

example, Search for Gods ¥ 1812 was written in the Southern and Northern

Dynasties (220-589), a relatively open-minded era. It was fashionable to behave in a

licentious and unruly manner. Loose clothing and comfortable wooden clogs were

popular during this period, and Ji Kang ¥&EE, a representative figure of the literati,

even rebelled against ritual by exposing the upper part of his body. However, it was
also a dynasty with strict hierarchies and powerful families, and it was difficult for the
literati from humble backgrounds to become successful. Some of the literati were
disaffected for a long time and believed they had no way to fulfil their ambitions,
turning to literature in an attempt to achieve success in a fantasy world of love,
money, wealth and fame. In Search for Gods, men from humble backgrounds could
fall in love and get married to fairies or dead noble women to change their destiny and

compensate for the many deficits of the real world.

Pu Songling SE#AR (1640-1715), the author of Liao Zhai Zhi Yi IFER in

the Qing Dynasty, was another typical example of expressing dissatisfaction with the

country through writing. Pu Songling had an unsuccessful career, and he became

Gong Sheng TT*E at the age of 71. Gong Sheng was one of the graders in the
imperial examination system. Nevertheless, he was a masterful writer, creating a
utopia in his novel Liao Zhai Zhi Yi. He designed the plot in which the beautiful

female Yao, fairies, and elves took the initiative to chase the down-and-out literati.

These women relieved the literati’s sense of loneliness and isolation by giving them
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treasures to help them achieve success. The fictional world depicted by Pu Songling
had much in common with the terrestrial world. For example, the father of a
commoner named Xi Fangping had a feud with a local wealthy man, and the rich man
bribed a Hell Court official. Then, Xi’s father was killed. Xi Fangping died of grief
over the death of his father and went to Hell Court to sue for his suffering. With the
help of Judge Erlang Shen, he finally punished the corrupt officials led by the King of
the Underworld and was able to redress his grievances. It seemed that Pu Songling
was describing hell, but in reality, he was complaining about the dark reality of
society in that corrupt officials colluded to hurt the common people. The
manifestation of self-worth, self-affirmation, and the expression of dissatisfaction
with reality through a fantasy world were among the most important reasons why the
literati wrote Yao’s novels.

Although the literati would write novels to protest against the injustice done to
them, they still identified with political and religious authority and promoted
masculinity and class order when they wrote novels to compensate for their misery.
They did not approve of anything that caused desire and affected the purity of the
literary community, which was regarded as heresies that needed to be eradicated. The
novels of gods and spirits were marginal literary works, which were different from the
formal historical documents, but this kind of novel still had the function of
disciplining and edifying the public. As mentioned in Chapter Three, in the first
manifestations, Yao was a kind of catastrophic sign from the gods. Initially, Yao
referred to unusual phenomena in the natural world. After that, Yao gradually lost its
mystery, and all phenomena, things and persons that the government considered
unusual and questionable for the development of the country could be called Yao.
Yao was personified, which could also be reflected in the novels of gods and spirits,

like the fox Yao.

From the belief of signs fiE I 1P, the fox was one of the auspicious signs. For

example, the nine-tailed fox in the Shan Hai Jing L1784 was a symbol of fertility

worship and was an auspicious sign, which meant that people would have many
offspring. While worshipping nature and animals, the people of this time became
increasingly self-conscious, giving animals human aesthetic emotions and survival

desires in the fantasy world. In the Southern and Northern Dynasties (220-589), the
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foxes in the novels of gods and spirits were transformed into human bodies, from
auspicious signs to Yao. The fox did not have the ambiguity of its mythical face and
initially possessed the appearance and manner of human beings. During this period,
the fox Yao transformed from animals to humans, but they lacked human character,
thought and emotion. The fox Yao would continue to be a source of rich meanings
until the Tang Dynasty (618-907). By the time of the Tang Dynasty literature, the fox
had intelligence on par with humans as well as considerable magical powers. The fox
Yao was often disguised as a beautiful woman to seduce men, with the aim of tapping

into their essence for cultivation, which was a symbol of lust and evil. Such fox Yao

were depicted in Feng Shen Yan Yi T18E X, the Journey to the West BEilFic,

Ren’s Biography 1EEK4%, and the Book of Mysteries 3 1%3%. Foxes rested during the

day and went out at night. They were cunning and sensitive, untamable wild animals
and could not be controlled by people. Hence, the literati believed that foxes were
perverse, unpredictable and unrestrained. Sometimes, foxes are found in human areas
and can do something harmful to humans, like eating poultry raised by people. The
literati classified them as Yao because foxes brought misfortune to humans.

Most importantly, Confucius and the emperor argued that the public should
restrain their desires. The fox, a symbol of male and female mating and lust,
obviously could not stay at the sacred altar forever. In stories, the fox changed from
an auspicious sign into an evil image of a demonic beast that ate human flesh, drank
human blood, took human essence and deceived humans. The literati achieved the
purpose of warning common people by scandalising the fox. They believed that
beautiful and elusive things would arouse desire and may bring misfortune.

The literati strongly criticised all kinds of Yao, which were the symbols of
various desires in their novels about gods and spirits. However, they seemed to
criticise desire but showed a contradictory mentality of both longing and rejecting.
The literati required a woman to be unsmiling, dignified and virtuous, and this type of
woman could correspond to fairies and goddesses in the novels about gods and spirits.
The literati respected such elegant women but found it difficult to establish intimate
relationships with them. In contrast, the passionate female Yao was more likely to

satisfy a man’s inner desire for lust, giving men a sense of conquest and superiority.

For example, in Liao Zhai Zhi Yi BIF &R, the fairy Chang Er and the fox Yao
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Diandang both fell in love with a man named Zong Zimei. Chang Er was so dignified
that Zong Zimei was in awe of her. He was happier to be close to the lovely fox Yao.
The literati’s contradictory mentality towards beautiful and unusual things could
be seen in the novels about gods and spirits, although it was just a kind of literary
genre that had a certain gap with reality. The literati felt uncomfortable when the
general public began to proclaim their desires, chasing after beautiful things and
having extravagant lifestyles. In the Ming Dynasty, the literati referred to fashionable
things and phenomena that were beautiful, flamboyant, strange, coquettish, charming
and exotic as Wu Yao, emphasising their novel sensual effects and irresistible
seductiveness. The literati were sensitive to the transformation of society and were

concerned about the transition between the old and the new. Wu Yao expressed this

complex emotion, which the records of literary sketches #12/M¥% and realistic
novels H4E/MR could verify.

In the Ming Dynasty, official uniforms were decorated with Bu Zi %M, which

were generally embroidered with colourful threads. The bird pattern of Bu Zi was
designed for civil officials, while the beast was for military officials. Different bird
and beast patterns of Bu Zi could be used to distinguish the rank of the officials (see
Figure 4.2). However, by the mid to late Ming Dynasty, the rapid development and
prosperity of the commodity exchange strongly affected the hierarchy. In the case of
clothing, people disregarded the ban on dress, which was intended to distinguish high-
class people from low-class people, and continued to overstep laws and pursue

extravagance and newness. In Chapter 31 of The Plum in the Golden Vase, there was

a description of the outfit of the protagonist, Ximen Qing #&[ K.

Every day, he rode on a big white horse, wearing a black gauze hat on his head. His
coat was decorated with colourful threads and the lion pattern of Bu Zi. A four-

finger wide gold and aquilaria belt was tied around his waist. He wore a pair of

black boots with high tops and white platforms, called Zao Xue B#Lt (see Figures

4.3-4.4). He waved a black fan in his hand, followed by a dozen servants, strutting
down the street EABBEABD , XBEY , SRRAXRLAELW AN F R
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As a fifth-ranking military official, Ximen Qing could only use the bear pattern
of Bu Zi rather than the lion pattern of Bu Zi according to the Ming costume system,
which was a clear violation of the dress code. Prostitutes, the underprivileged at the
bottom of the social ladder, also ignored the ban on dress. In 1370, it was stipulated
that the common people were not allowed to use bright yellow. Ordinary people could
use thin silk and plain yarn, but gold embroidery, brocade and other high-class fabrics
were forbidden. In 1505, the use of mink fur was also banned for merchants,

servants, entertainers, prostitutes and subordinates. In Chapter 68 of The Plum in the

Golden Vase, the prostitute named Aiyue 2 A JL dressed in a red brocade coat,

goose-yellow Hangjuan dress with greenish hints of golden, the toe of the shoe

embroidered with a phoenix on, and a headdress named Wo Tu Er BMRJL made from
the skin of a sea otter, which made her face tender and lovely & A JL EEHE X E
GBI, BENBR/RBLSHE , KOXEE)L , T TEBENEIL , 8E

FERIRE BB L (see Figure 4.5).'%° According to the description in Chinese

classical literature, at the end of the Ming Dynasty, people from all classes did not
follow the rules and regulations in dressing and chose to dress according to their
personal taste and disposable wealth.

At the same time, a culture of social extravagance prevailed. In the early Ming
Dynasty, people in the Suzhou area pursued a simple lifestyle with few banquets and
few dishes. For example, in Changshu, which is one of the cities in the Suzhou area,
the guests only had two or four dishes. In Jiangyin, another city in the Suzhou area,
guests could enjoy a maximum of eight dishes at the banquet.'®! However, after the

middle of the Ming Dynasty, people began to pursue exquisite banquets. The banquet

179 Lan Ling Xiao Xiao Sheng == &R K4 . The Plum in the Golden Vase. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2005,
279-80.
180 Huang, Nengfu, Chen, Juanjuan. The History of Chinese Clothing. Beijing: China Tourism Publishing House,
1995, 290.
181 ‘Wang Weiping. “Changes in Social Styles in Suzhou during the Ming and Qing Dynasties—A Study of the
Transmutation of Folkways in the Wu Region II”, History Research and Teaching, n0.04 1993:17-20.
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should have more expensive food materials from land or water, and the cost was
daunting.
The literati were jealous of wealthy people who possessed novelty goods and

were aware of the difficulty of making money to guarantee a refined taste. For

example, in A Brief List of the Imperial Capital % R =YIBE, after visiting the city
god temple, Shen Meng helplessly lamented his inability to afford a Xuande stove &

B (see Figure 4.6):

The first time I came here, [ was one of the poor literati. I followed other people
and searched for the refined things. But [ was shamed of my empty wallet and

desperate for those gems. It was not easy for poor literati to write works. How

could my works be as popular as that Xuande stove #13kFREB=0 , LA O
EN. MO AEREZE , KTERFRI., FEXETS L , Weekitm

E oS

Because of the pressure of life, some of the lower-class literati became close to the
common people. They began to change their views on Wu Yao and identify with
commercial activities. However, most of the literati were still concerned about the
pursuit of luxury and the active involvement of common people in commercial
activities. For a long time, most of the emperors in ancient China had adhered to a
policy of emphasising agriculture and suppressing commerce. Commercial activity
could not be prohibited because it was necessary as a matter of social circulation.
Nonetheless, the development of commerce brought many social problems, such as
class changes, population movements and changing opinions among common people,
which made it more difficult for the upper classes and the literati to manage the
country and control society. The literati’s status was threatened by businesspeople

without social privileges who accumulated wealth through economic means.

182(Ming) Liu Yiqing, Yu Yizheng. 4 Brief View of the Imperial Capital. Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 2001,
244,
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The literati’s criticism of Yao was a rejection of things that did not conform to
Confucian standards and the political and moral order. They despised Yao, which
aroused human desires due to their seductiveness, but they could not stop being drawn
to novel and beautiful things. From the period of the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to
the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644), the developing process of Wu Yao, it was easy to
find the literati’s ambivalence towards unusual, luxurious items and hedonistic
lifestyles. This mentality prevented the literati from completely suppressing their

material desires. Eventually, the literati followed ordinary people to pursue pleasure.
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Chapter Five: The Origin of Wu Yao: Fu Yao from the
Period of the Zhou Dynasty(1045 BC-256 BC) to the Song
Dynasty (960-1279)

As mentioned in Chapters One and Four, in historical documents and classical
literature, the literati encouraged people to exert restraint and reticence with regard to
desire, consumption and appearance. Moreover, the literati, ruling classes and the
emperor himself practiced a complex system of etiquette, with rules governing
people’s dress of different ranks and statuses. Novelties that violated the rules would
be considered Fu Yao, which was a disparaging term for clothing that did not conform
to the rituals. From the Zhou Dynasty (1045 BC-256 BC) to the Song Dynasty(960—
1279), historical records and surviving artefacts confirm that many people sought out
unusual clothing. There were two different attitudes. The upper-class people, such as
emperors and the literati, were offended and anxious about the common people’s
pursuit of glamorous dress. The upper-class people felt deprived of privileged access

to expensive and elegant clothing. They were dedicated to using many far-fetched

reasons, like the belief in signs fIEJK{E{P mentioned in Chapter Three, to discourage

wayward behaviour, restrict the freedom of the public and further maintain the social
hierarchy. In each dynasty, the ruling class enacted different and detailed dressing
restrictions, but these policies were rarely effectively enforced, as it was hard to
suppress the increasing interest in clothing. Common people took action against the

literati’s ascetic views.

Xu Shen interprets the Chinese character Chu ] in Chinese Character
Interpretation 1% 3 % as beginning. The Chinese character #] is based on the

meaning of knife JJ and clothes % . The Chinese character Chu means everything

begins with making clothes #] , #8158 , MIIMIK , BIR 2B, '8 Dressing is

183 (Han) Xu Shen ¥F1&. The Origin of Chinese Characters 1% X # . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1963,

91.
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one of the important symbols of the beginning of Chinese civilisation since the Zhou

Dynasty (1045 BC-256 BC). According to the Book of Rites #Li2-3LiZ in the Han

Dynasty (202 BC-220), before people learned to cook food over fire, they ate raw
fruits, plants and the flesh of birds and animals and even swallowed birds and

animals’ blood and hair. They had not learned how to weave silk and linen, so they

chose to wear the fur of animals KB XL , BEARKzX , BE22W , wHM , #n

HE, REML , REPK.'% However, clothing in the stage of savagery and

barbarism did not only have a practical function but an aesthetic one as well. For

example, scholars found a pottery basin with patterns of dancing people excavated in

Sun Zhai #A 3R, Qinghai. The pattern depicts people with braided hair wearing the

same long knee-length dress. The dress has a long tail decoration falling from the

bottom of the back, which is very elaborate (see Figure 5.1). By the time of the

Emperor of Yellow E# (5500 BC), dress was further given a social and cultural

function.

The era of the Emperor of Yellow # (5500 BC), Yao 3% and Shun % was an

important historical period of transition from primitive society to class society. An

unearthed relic, the stone spinning wheel and bone needle of Yang Shao {#3

Culture (5000 BC-3000 BC), shows that weaving and sewing were already typical
handicrafts at that time. The improvements in living standards also witnessed a rising
accumulation of wealth. As a result, classes were further divided, and notions of

superiority and inferiority began to emerge. The Yellow Emperor, Yao and Shun
improved the uniform system to distinguish between officials and the public & .
X, MEREMKRTA , EEVEH ' The ruling class began to use clothing to

distinguish status and social rank. During the Zhou Dynasty (1046 BC-256 BC), the

dress code of crown and formal clothing was formed. The idea of ritual government,

184 1i Xueqin. The Thirteen Classic Commentaries - Zhou Yi =2 JEBR. Beijing University Press, 1999, 668.

185 Chen Guying. Zhou Yi Jin Zhu Jin Yi 5% 7% 1%. Beijing: The Commercial Press, 2005, 650.
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which took clothing as a means and a tool to maintain social order and ritual norms
and educate the public, profoundly influenced future dynasties.
From the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty (1046 BC-256 BC), courtly clothing

was sumptuous and detailed. It was inscribed in bronze that the emperor in Zhou

Dynasty often rewarded different grades of upper garments, like the Gun Yi R7K

and the Xuan Yi %7K, and the full set of jade accessories. There were also many
official positions related to the dress system during the Zhou Dynasty, such as Si Qiu
138, Zhang Pi 2R, Nei Si Fu W AIAR, Feng Ren 48 A, Ran Ren # A, JuRen &
A, SiFu BBR, Jie Fu Shi F7BREK, Bian Shi # M, Huang Shi 7K and Yu Ren

% A. The dress rules of the emperor and his ministers were very strict. For example,

there was a record of the Twelve Decorative Motifs + Z=Z4£{ on the emperor’s

clothing in the earliest compilations of historical documents in ancient China named

Shang Shu 14 35. The Twelve Decorative Motifs included the sun, the moon, stars,
the mountain, the dragon, Hua Chong #¢ ™8, Zong Li ;R %%, algae, Fen Mi 2K and

Fu Fu ###}. Hua Chong was a colourful pheasant. Zong Yi was a kind of sacrificial

vessel. Algae was a kind of water plant. Fen Mi was grainy corn. Fu Fu was an axe-
shaped tool and was one of the two symmetrical bowed symbols (see Figure 5.2).
Strict clothing regulations began in the Zhou Dynasty (1046 BC-256 BC). The
emperor and his ministers in the Zhou Dynasty were required to wear the appropriate
clothing on occasions such as rituals, court meetings, military ceremonies, marriages

and funerals. The officials’  clothing differed according to their status or position.
The Gong %z, the highest rank of nobility, were allowed to wear the same style hat as

the emperor’s, which was decorated with nine strings of jade (see Figure 5.3).

However, the Gong’s jade strings only had nine jade stones each, while the king’s had

12. The colours of jade used in the jade string were green, white and red. The Hou {&
and the Bo 18 were the second and third-rank of nobility, and their hats had seven

strings of jade beads, each string with seven jade beads. The Zi F and Nan 5 could
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wear hats decorated with five strings of jade beads, each string with five jade beads.
Other ministers wore six, four, three or two jade strings according to their official
positions. Clothing patterns and accessories were also different according to rank.
Clothing was upgraded from mere protection from the cold to a means of political rule
and a symbol of status. Wearing unsuitable clothing, such as men wearing women’s
dress, was considered an act that broke the rituals and shook the ruling order.

After the Zhou Dynasty (1046 BC-256 BC) and into the Han Dynasty (202 BC—

220), records of Fu Yao AR#K are comparatively more plentiful. It implied social

negation and discrimination against individual transgressions and had strong political
meaning. When groups or individuals wore clothing that was contrary to Confucian

rituals and values, the literati considered it a sign of disaster and a harbinger of the fall

of the nation. Significantly, the theory of Yin and Yang and the Five Elements FAFH

F 1T prevailed in the Han Dynasty. The literati believed that the five elements,

namely gold, wood, water, fire and earth, correspond to five things: appearance,
speaking, sight, hearing and thought. As the scholar in the Han Dynasty, Xiao Ji,
explained: “The five things match the five elements. The first is appearance, to match

wood. The second is speaking, to match gold. The third is sight, to match fire and the

fourth is hearing, to match water. The fifth is thought, to match earth HEE , (&
FHE) = WARE , FUASERITHE. —BH , LEAK;, ZEHE , &

€ ZEW , AEA; MEW , LK, AERZE , LABLL".1%6 The literati believed

that everyone should be well groomed, obedient in speaking, bright in sight, keen in
hearing, and enlightened in thinking. Clothing might be the most visual expression of
appearance, and inappropriate clothing was considered Fu Yao.

The earliest record of the view of inappropriate clothing as Fu Yao was in the

Shang Shu Hong Fan Wu Xing Zhuan 18 K4&-#3BHIT4Z. It was serious for

people to dress improperly because people believed it would bring punishments from

Heaven, like storms, so this improper dressing was called Fu Yao JZ AR ZIBF

186 (Sui) Xiao Ji.Wu Xing Da Yi LT KX Shanghai Bookstore Publishing House, 2001, 79-80.
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o, BB, BRIER , BIRE , :UARRE.'®7 Unusual clothing defied
etiquette, status and tradition. It was an act of disrespect that could be harmful to
humanity as a natural disaster, which was related to the belief in the interaction
between gods and humans X A B RI. As mentioned in Chapter Three, the literati
believed that people had to act according to the rules they had made and that they
could not break the rules. Otherwise, gods would hint at people through disasters.

From the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the Song Dynasty (960—1279), the
criteria for Fu Yao changed over time. The literati considered the phenomena of Fu
Yao to be broadly divided into the following categories.

The first type of Fu Yao was that of individuals or groups dressed in a way that

did not conform to their status or rank. Under the regulation of ritual, clothing was

characterised by class and bound by the traditional hierarchy. The official book, Wu
Xing Zhi 1T, recorded an incident known as the Two-Colour Clothing and Metal
Jue R4k & 3R. Before Prince Shen Sheng B4 went on his campaign, his father, who

was the king of the country, gave him two-colour clothing and a gold Jue, which
sparked discontent among the prince’s subordinates. The two-colour clothing was a
coat in two different colours on the left and right, bounded by a centre seam. Yang

Bojun states, “In ancient times, military uniforms were the most valuable in only one

colour and known as Jun Fu AR , LT —& , MIEZER. "% Two-colour

clothing was not appropriate for the prince. Metal Jue was a half-ring-shaped piece of

bronze with a notch (see Figure 5.4). The shape of Jue was a notched circle 4 A LA
R, RBRELER.'® Jade was more precious than metal, and the literati believed that
jade was a symbol of a gentleman. “Wearing jade is a gentleman’s habit fil £ & & ¥

ZEE.”1% A non-jade, notched metal Jue did not match the prince’s status. The

187 Fu Sheng. Shang Shu Da Guan 144 AX. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1995, 63—64.

188 Yang Bojun. Chungiu Zuo Zhuan Zhu &I &%, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1990, 207.

189 (pre-Qing) Xunzi B F. Translated byWang Xiangian. Xun Tz's Collected Works Ej ¥ £ f#. Shanghai

Bookstore Publishing House, 2012, 406.

190 (Han) Ban Gu 3E[&. Han Shu X, Wu Xing Zhi BL{T&. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1962, 1365.
82



author of Wu Xing Zhi, Ban Gu, considered it inauspicious for the king to give the

prince two-colour clothing and metal Jue that were not in keeping with his son’s

status. This brought calamity to Prince Shen Sheng and led to his suicide 7 A& B2
—F, BMAEATFHEMT , ARZR/K , MR ERA: EEEL

H ERFE , EEOR, "RNEFE, BHELLIEAR, ERKE.! It seemed

that clothing showed the difference in status and hierarchy and was seen as an
important factor in relation to fate.

In order to further distinguish between the classes, there were strict rules
regarding the colour, material, pattern and decoration of clothing of the emperor, the
nobility, the literati, common people and low-class people. That people violated such
rules would be considered Fu Yao. The most direct example was the dress code
between ministers and common people. At the beginning of the Sui Dynasty (581—
618), not only the officials but even the emperor’s regular dress was not significantly
different from that of the public, and there were no special regulations on the colour

of the emperor’s clothing. In the Tang Dynasty (618-907), the emperor’s usual dress

was a yellow robe E#%2, a soft sarong wrapping around the head called Zhe Shang

Jin #7 £ ™, a nine-ring belt JLEFHF and Liu He Boot /<& #L, a kind of high-heeled

boot. Later, the yellow colour was gradually used for the emperors’ clothing, and the

literati and the general public were forbidden to use this colour in their clothing and
accessories S ARE , BELTEABLUFRENKIRZM.192 Yellow became a

special colour for emperors.

In the Tang Dynasty, those of high official rank wore purple and scarlet, while
those of low official rank wore cyan and green to make it easy to identify the ranks of
officials. The emperors from the Sui Dynasty (581-618) learned this dress code in the
Tang Dynasty (618-907). The emperors required that officials wear long black robes

called Zao Pao B#I, the literati who did not work in government could wear white

robes, and the public should wear simple style robes. Purple was only applied to

191 Tbid.,Ban Gu, 1365.
192 (Song) Ouyang Xiu FRPA1E. The Old Tang History |BE$. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2002, 1951

1952.
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formal occasion dresses. In 982, the minister, Li Chuan ZX%&, requested that the

emperor ban lower-ranking officials from wearing purple underneath their green
official uniforms. In 989, ordinary people’s wearing of purple was prohibited. In
1036, there was a ban on civil dress and other violations of the system. In 1055, the
literati and the public imitated the fashion from the palace, wearing dark purple
clothing, which the emperor also banned. In 1062, the government again banned the
public from wearing dark purple. However, these prohibitions were not strictly

observed by people. The public still wore purple, and the literati did not like it.
Minister Li Chun ZE#§ said that it had always been normal for the literati to wear
purple clothing, but if the whole country wore purple, there was no longer a
distinction between high and low status. Furthermore, such garments were expensive

to make and difficult for poor people to afford. If everyone wore such expensive

clothes, you would feel humiliated if you did not wear them. So, even if people with

financial difficulties wanted to be thrifty, it was not easy to do so. BEME¥K , =
ARRBECUERS , FAStE  MUFEELHERZ , FEFLTZE. B

—#B%® , AETEN. RRMCTR , ABAEL , R8N , TAIEHR.1

This system of clothing, with the ultimate goal of clarifying status and classes, served
the literati and the emperors to control the behaviour of common people and prevent
revolt among the lower classes.

The second type of Fu Yao was men wearing women’s clothing or women
wearing men’s clothing. The literati considered that the status of men and women was

not equal, and the perversion of clothing was an ominous sign. The belief that men

were inherently superior to women can be seen in a poem in Shi Jing 1% (11th to

6th centuries BC), the earliest collection of Chinese poetry. “When we build the new

palace, if we give birth to a boy, we will give him a comfortable bed to sleep in, dress

him in fine clothes, and give him a Jade Zhang E& to play with (see Figure 5.5).

Listening to his loud cries, he can make a name for himself in the future. At least he

would be a vassal, perhaps even wear the splendid clothes to become the emperor. If

193 (Song) Wang Yong E¥k. Yan Yi ¥i Mou Lu #ZE 181§ 5. Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 2007, 4591.
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we give birth to a girl, she will lie on the ground, swaddled in clothing, playing with a
clay spinning wheel. The girl will grow up to be a good housewife, not only to keep

her parents from being angry, but also to be good to her husband’s family. She will be

praised as a good wife and mother who never causes any trouble J34 58 F , HEZ
KR, BRE , #F 2B, HURE K KFHE K ERFE. NELT , BE

i, BKeH , HF2R. THEEMN , BEEERW , TRXFIGRE.” Men could

use Jade Zhang, a long jade object that was held in the hands of the nobility during
rituals, while women could only use textile tools. From birth, women were defined by
their inferior status. In terms of everyday life, the literati believed that it was
necessary to post strict division between male and female clothing. It was written in
the Record of Rituals #Li2 A M: “Men’s clothing and women’s clothing could not

2194

interchange. The literati considered that men wearing women'’s clothing was

degenerate and women wearing men’s clothing was transgressive. They refused to

accept such behaviour. For example, some literati thought that the queen’s love of

wearing men’s hats was one of the reasons for the downfall of the country Xia R E 3

EF2RE, KERTF

To the literati from the period of the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) and Jin
Dynasty (266—420), women wearing men’s clothing was an ominous sign that women
were interfering in politics. However, mixed male and female clothing styles were

common in the Han and Jin dynasties. There were many examples. In the Han

Dynasty, a minister named Li Gu ZX& liked using a white, fine-textured make-up

foundation named Hu Fen #A##, which contained heavy metals such as lead, tin,

aluminium and zinc. In the Southern Dynasty (420-589), one of the literati named He

Yan 12, often dressed like a lady and even his hands were covered in a thin layer of

powder AR A ZBR.1°° Most of the emperors in the Southern Dynasty wore

194 (Qing) Sun Xidan. The Collected Works of Rites $L12EEf##. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989, 735.

195 (Tang) Fang Xuanling. Jin Book & 5. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1974, 822.

196 Tbid., 822.
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powder on their faces so that people in the Northern Dynasty derided them as the

“Powder Gentleman f&#HF”."7 Society did not allow men to wear female clothing

or make-up.

During the Tang Dynasty (618-907), many women were interested in dressing

like men. For example, a painting entitled Guo Lady Spring Tour B X NFEEHE

by Zhang Xuan depicts three noblewomen dressed in men’s clothing and riding horses
(see Figure 5.6). The leading figure in the painting wears men’s clothing: a robe with
a round neck and narrow sleeves, a turban around his head, and leather boots on her
feet. Some scholars believe that the fashion in which women dressed like men in the
Tang Dynasty was a challenge to the traditional patriarchal society as a result of the
awakening of female consciousness. However, this statement is contestable. As Sun Ji
comments, “wearing men’s clothing and Hu style are not the main style in the Tang
Dynasty. Elegant clothes and hair bun adorned with jewels are still the pursuit and
aspiration of the upper class women while men’s clothing and Hu style are contrary to

it.” 8 From the cultural relics and wall paintings excavated during the Tang

Dynasty, it can be seen that the women dressed in men’s clothing were mostly

servants of lower status, and it is rare to see noble women of higher status dressing

like that. For example, Zhou Fang’s painting, Women Wielding A Fan R LA,

depicts a woman in a man’s suit with a round neck slit and purple robe, wearing a red
belt around her waist, wielding a fan. Another woman in male clothing wears a red
robe and holds a bronze mirror. According to the official vestimentary systems of the
Tang Dynasty, the woman in the red robe was a female official who worked in the
palace, serving the emperor and his female family members.

Tang wall paintings depict many female servants wearing male clothing. The
mural in the tomb of Wei, the consort of Emperor Taizong of Tang, depicts the tomb
owner in a dress with her hair pulled back in a high bun and female attendants in

men’s clothing on either side of her. The line picture engraved in the stone coffin of

the tomb of Wu Hui Fei i 24E depicts a female tomb owner in a dress, combing in

197 (Ming) Shen Defu JL&#F. Wan Li Ye Huo Bian J7 /71 B3R 4%. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1959,
620.
198 Sun Ji. Women in Men s Clothing and Hu Clothing in the Tang Dynasty. Shanghai: Donghua University Press,
2017, 13.
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a mirror, with female attendants in men’s clothing standing behind her (see Figure
5.7). The heroines in the Dunhuang mural also wear female dress, with female
attendants in men’s clothing as servants (see Figure 5.8). The images from the tombs
of the Tang Dynasty show that women prefer to choose knee-length robes and

narrow-mouthed hakama (mostly striped) with a leather belt around the waist.

Sometimes, they wear a small bag named Pan Nang 28358 They prefer walking-

friendly shoes and generally do not choose intricately decorated boots (see Figure
5.9). Female servants wear men’s clothing as their daily dress for convenience. Even
among female servants, those who wear men’s clothing do not necessarily have a
higher status, or even a lower one, than those who wear women’s dresses. Typically,
in ancient Chinese figure painting, figures of high status are depicted as bigger in
accordance with their status. In this regard, the conventions are similar to those of
ancient Egypt, in which representation is strictly hierarchical. In the Tang tomb
murals, the senior women are strikingly tall and wear dresses at the front of the
procession. In the paintings, the little female servants in men’s clothes follow the
senior heroine, holding utensils in their hands, who are apparently of a lower social
station (see Figures 5.10-5.14).

Women dressing like men was not a mainstream fashion and was also considered
by the literati to be Fu Yao. In a letter written to his grandson in his later years,
Minister Li Hua recalled, “When I was young, I went to the southern market of Luo

Yang. When I wandered in the hat shop, I observed more mink hats and fewer wei

hats MEME (a hat decorated with a veil). Seeing such a change in dress, the old-

fashioned people of the time were already lamenting that the society was getting

worse. When I reached middle age and wandered around the Western market of
Chang An %, I found that there were no wei hats and mink hats (see Figure 5.14).
If there were also women wearing wei hats with netting draped around the hat,
covering the neck, or another kind of hat named Mi &, covering the whole body, she

would be considered as a strange person. In the market, [ saw individuals wearing

clothing typically associated with the opposite gender, which was inappropriate. This

is Fu Yao. H/EY , EATHIEIT , WEAIES , ML |, SFIBA , EWRARA......

FRBBRIK” , AAMMBAARLRZR , XXRABAZN , Bzl , EET
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b1 Apart from the literati, the emperors also did not like the idea of women

dressing as men. In the New Tang Book #fE¥5, there was a record of Princess

Taiping. “She dressed as a man in a purple dress, with a jade belt around her waist,
and a soap-robe scarf on her head, singing and dancing in front of the emperor and

empress. The emperor and the queen laughed and said: ‘A woman cannot be a

military official. Why are you dressed like this?’ It was close to Fu Yao &REM
B, APRERLER,. EFWLMELHELE  RETHF. FEREXRE
ZFATARE , ARERR2AIRIKE.” 20 The rulers in the Tang Dynasty did

not accept women wearing men’s clothing. Ouyang Xiu EXRPH{%, the Song literati who

recorded the phenomena, considered it Fu Yao and thought the princess’s behaviour
was unseemly and excessive. The literati considered women wearing male dress as an
attack on the hierarchy of male superiority over females, and they used the term Fu
Yao to express their contempt for women.

The third type of Fu Yao was clothing that was unusual or unorthodox. This
type refers to clothes, accessories and make-up that contradict traditional aesthetics.
In the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), Sun Shou, the wife of Lord Liang Ji, designed a

series of novel outfits and dressing styles, which became popular among the women

in the capital. She designed the “sad eyebrows RXJE”, the “crying make-up Wi&”,
the “falling horse bun BB E”, the “folding waist step HTFEZS" and the “caring

teeth smile ¥B155”. The sad eyebrows referred to a style of make-up where the

eyebrows were drawn in a thin and curved shape, and the tip of the eyebrow was
higher than the peak. The crying make-up meant applying a thin layer of make-up,
such as oil, under the eyes as if one had just cried. The falling horse bun was a kind
of bun that was tilted to one side to give the appearance of falling off a horse with hair
in disarray (see Figure 5.15). The phrase “folding waist step” meant a lady walking

with a bend and some women believed this walking posture made them look very

199 (Tang) Li Hua. A/l Tang Texts £ 3. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2001, 3196.

200 (Song) Ouyang Xiu. The New Tang Book #1FE¥:. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1975, 878.
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graceful. The caring teeth smile referred to someone who pretended to have a painful

tooth and felt depressed. The literati criticised these styles, and manners were artificial

and inconsistent with their ideal of a lady’s modesty. &% Jt 5, R EBE Z/ER
B. Bk, EOE, fES. BEE. . .BEFIXKHGERERN, REEAR,

BEEMN. MIAARIKH 2" The literati argued that the series of outfits and make-

up created by Sun Shou was ominous and foretold the subsequent destruction of her
husband, Liang Ji and his family. The sad-looking eyebrows and crying make-up
were a sign of military defeat and women’s response to it. The falling horse bun, the
folding waist step and the caring teeth smile were a sign of the pitiful posture of
women after the destruction of the family. Such styles of dressing and make-up were
then classified as Fu Yao for being anti-traditional.

In the Song Dynasty (960—1279), there were many historical records of unusual
clothing and Fu Yao. According to the old system of the Song Dynasty, women’s hair
crowns were mostly made of gauze brushed with paint and then decorated with gold,

silver, pearls, emeralds, and colourful flowers. At first, there were no special styles.

During the time of Emperor Zhao Zhen ##1 (1010-1063) of the Song Dynasty,

women in the palace tried to use white rhinoceros horns to make hair crowns and
combs. The hair crowns were a metre long, even reaching to the shoulders, and the

combs were 30 centimetres long. The style was firstly popular in the palace but later

became fashionable to the public, known as the “Palace Style Hair Crown” PRI 5E,
the “Dropping to Shoulder Hair Crown” EF and “Parallel to the Shoulder Hair
Crown” EJEJE (see Figure 5.16). Because of its prominence and cost, the
government intervened in its popularity JTEFFRAT , MERE , TERE , ®
XMEFTE , WEENRK. 22 In 1125, the women of the Kaifeng were fond of

using a goose-yellow belly scarf, known as the “yellow on the waist fE_E#&”. The

belly scarf was a silk scarf for the waist and abdomen, made for both men and women

201 (Han) Ying Shao Ril. Feng Su Tong Yi Jiao Shi M58 XA #&. Tianjin Ren Min Chu Ban She, 1980, 441.

202 Tbid., 4617, 5097-5098.
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and tied around the outside of coats. This type of clothing started from the palace and

soon was popular throughout the country. Women’s casual clothes were not fastened

with straps or buttons, which was called No Jin %45 In 1127, the state of Jin &
attacked the Northern Song government and took the two emperors, Zhao Ji #{&

(1082-1135) and Zhao Huan #%& (1100-1161), as well as their concubines and

servants: that is, more than 3,000 people. This event was known as the Jingkang

Rebellion ¥ EE 2% . The literati attributed the defeat of this war to unusual female

clothing and believed the novelty dress brought disaster to the country.

Another typical example of Fu Yao was the pattern named the One-Year Scene

— & 2. During the Jingkang period (1126—1127), there was a popular pattern in

fabrics, clothing and jewellery, depicting scenes of the four seasons (see Figure 5.17).
For example, there were some symbols of each festival, such as the flag pennant, the
round lantern, the dragon boat race, the pattern of a tiger holding a mugwort branch
and the snow scenery. The flowers in patterns included peach blossom, apricot
blossom, chrysanthemum and plum blossom because they represented the four

seasons of the year, respectively. All of these were combined in one pattern, which

was called the One-Year Scene. W§EH] , RITLBRAABMKR , &6,
mEYNEE, T8, TE, XK., =AZ23E , wlisk, &, &, ¥e. 2

TEHAI—F B2, MBEELTRIE—F | ERKE.2 However, the

irony is that the Jingkang period was only one year long, so this depiction of a one-
year scene was seen as a sign of inauspicious and Fu Yao.

The novel and anti-traditional clothing were regarded as a kind of disaster linked
to politics and a warning from Heaven. In fact, the term Fu Yao represents a
manifestation of the conservative forces represented by the literati, who cling to
tradition and oppose changes. In the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644), material desires
from ordinary people were further satisfied as material standards increased. The scope
of Fu Yao, as decided by the literati, was further expanded from clothing to all aspects

of daily life, which was Wu Yao.

203 Tbid., 3470.
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Chapter Six: The Glorious Period of “Wu Yao”: Leisure

Class in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644)

In ancient China, Wu Yao referred to all kinds of novel items that were
expensive but of low utility or to phenomena in which the use of items did not
conform to traditional customs. Wu Yao existed in the extravagances of daily life,
social customs, and recreational activities. Compared with the previous dynasties, the
Ming Dynasty was a glorious period of Wu Yao’s phenomenon. In contrast with the
previous dynasties (from the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the Yuan Dynasty (1271—
1368)), there are more records of Wu Yao in the historical materials of the Ming
Dynasty (1368—1644). The literati described the popular and luxury goods frequently
in their book. Before detailing the superfluous customs and ways of entertainment
involved in the phenomenon of Wu Yao, it is important to understand the people who
influenced and participated in this fashion trend. They can be divided into two broad
categories. The first was the leisure class, which, because of their material wealth,
was exempt from heavy labour and enjoyed free time. The leisure class included the
emperors, wealthy imperial clans, the literati, merchants, and some wealthy urban
women. The other category was the handicraftsman, who produced the main
consumer goods in urban areas and ensured that commodities were kept to a high
standard of manufacture. It is helpful to examine the wealth flow and class
transformation behind the Wu Yao phenomena by analysing these two groups of
people.

According to Torstein Veblen’s theory of the leisure class, leisure classes are by
custom exempt or excluded from industrial occupation.?* They have the common
economic characteristic of being non-industrial. Based on this criterion, emperors,
wealthy imperial clans, most of the literati, merchants, and some wealthy urban
women in the Ming Dynasty belonged to the leisure class. The consumption of this
group is not only to meet physical needs but also to meet higher needs, such as

spiritual, aesthetic, intellectual, and so on. A life in the leisure class is the direct

204 Thorstein Veblen. The Theory of the Leisure Class. Oxford University Press, 2007, 8-11.
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evidence of money and status. Only people in the leisure class can live in a manifest
that is easy and comfortable. Some of the literati turned to material enjoyment after
passing the imperial examinations and gaining status. Many literati in the Ming
Dynasty published appreciation works to show their superior taste. The leisure class
also consumed the staff of life beyond the minimum required for subsistence and
physical efficiency and engaged in conspicuous consumption.”® For instance, in the
Ming Dynasty, the literati and the wealthy merchants wore wide, instep-length clothes
and light-coloured silk shoes, which showed their leisurely attitude of not doing

anything related to production.

The Emperors and the Clan Members

Sitting at the top of the hierarchy was the emperor, who enjoyed the highest level

of material wealth and had a privileged life. Even an emperor known for his frugality

still had a better life than most of the public. For example, Zhu Yuanzhang K JTEE,

the founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty, who used to be a farmer, was diligent in

political affairs and lived a simple life. He once demanded that all the beds in the

palace be made of purple wood instead of aloes and that they not be carved Z=HEHELE

FiERE , PREBERRK , ZENRARNE | THEMBEZIIF > The choice of

simple-style furniture and inferior wood was considered frugal for the emperor. His

descendants lived more luxurious lives and placed a higher premium on pleasure. One

of the emperors, Zhu Houzhao “RE &, was a playful and sybaritic man, fond of

martial arts, cockfighting, ball games and drinking. He was also disposed to lavish

architectural projects for both his enjoyment and for his legacy. Another emperor

named Zhu Yijun K% (1573-1620) was greedy for material enjoyment, and the

tributes from various places were far from meeting his increasing needs. For

example, Shu Fan & was one of the tributes in the Ming Dynasty. Much money

was spent on decorating the handles of the Shu Fan in Sichuan. However, Zhu Yijun

205 Tbid., 52.
206 Chen Baoliang. Piao Yao De Chuan Tong Ming Dai She Hui Sheng Huo Chang Juan. Changsha: Hunan
Publishing House, 1996, 234.
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still believed that they were of poor quality and that there were not enough fans. He

stopped paying salaries to local officials for three months and thought these officials

did not fulfil his needs because they embezzled funds MU)I|f A& L AEH ,
DEEBEREEREL , ETE=A , IwZBRRERE , BHUFEZERFEN

[#].297 He also built the three huge palaces and purchased expensive wood, which cost

more than 300,000 taels of silver and was collected from the public.

Under the strict hierarchical system of imperial China, the emperors, the royal
family, and the nobles were plainly at the pinnacle of display of sumptuous forms of
dress. The preferences of the ruling class influenced the aesthetics and fashion of
society and spread down the social hierarchy because ordinary people often imitated

the dress style of the privileged class. The fashionable dress style mainly originated

from the royal court, that is, “royal style E#£”. The inhabitants of the capital first

learned the royal style, and after that, such style would quickly spread to surrounding
cities. Luoyang in the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), Chang’an in the Tang Dynasty
(618-907), Kaifeng in the Northern Song Dynasty (960—1127), and Hangzhou in the
Southern Song Dynasty(1127-1279) were all the national political centres, thus, sites
of transaction for fashion. In 1516, one traveller wrote in his diary that the women in
the capital all wore long sleeves and their hair in a low bun, which was quite different
from the women whence he had come. However, upon his return, he was shocked to
find that these fashions had been adopted while he had been away.?® The
phenomenon of violation of sumptuary laws also started in the capital. Even servants
and prostitutes could wear expensive clothing embroidered with exotic animals,
which were designed for high-class people. The lower class tried their best to imitate
and follow the patterns of the higher classes.

Another large group in the Ming Dynasty leisure class were the royal clan

members, the family members of the descendants of Zhu Yuanzhang 5RJTEE, the

founding emperors of the Ming Dynasty. After the mid-Ming Dynasty, the imperial

court wanted to keep power within the central government and implemented a policy

207 Anon. Ming Shen Zong Shi Lu B $#5R353%. Taipei: Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica, 1968,
580.
208 (Ming) Dong Gu E#R. Bi Li Za Cun 2B Z%77. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1985, 58.
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of reducing the power of the vassal states. Most members of the royal clan lost
interest in politics and turned to marrying concubines and having children, leading to
an expansion of the clan’s population. By 1600, there were over 100,000 members of
the royal clan.2’® This huge leisure class pursued pleasure, befriended the literati, and
built clubs and gardens. Evidence of the luxurious life of the members of the Ming
clan can be found in their tombs. For instance, Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441)
was a royal in Chinese history. Many ceramics, jade, bronze, iron, gold and silver
vessels and jewellery have been unearthed in his tomb (see Figures 6.1-6.16). In
addition to ceramics, jade, and non-precious metal products such as bronze and iron,
the tomb contained unprecedented quantities of gold and silver in the form of metal
utensils and jewellery, with much of the latter also mounted with gems of great size
and quality. Most of these are daily necessities and not made especially for
interment.?!% This tomb gives us a glimpse of the lavishness of life in the disappeared
palaces of the Ming appanages. Except for luxury goods, many members of the clan

enjoyed painting and calligraphy and often communicated with the literati. For

example, Zhu Xinzeng K738, the clan general of the Hedong royal family, formed a
poetry club with the literati Qian Xiuzhou £%EE#t, Yang Dingyi #E — and Li

Yiren Z=LA{=. These wealthy, aesthetically refined clan members were important

target customers for novel, expensive and sophisticated urban consumer goods.

The Literati

In addition to royal clan members and emperors, the literati, a particular social
class, should not be ignored in the Wu Yao phenomena. The literati, as the elite of

traditional culture, included two levels. Students and young literati named Qing Jin
B belonged to this level. They passed the lowest level of the national selection
examination and entered the various prefectures, states and counties that were in the

lower rank. Compared to the common people, Qing Jin already had a privileged

status, but their tuition fees were high, and they were relatively impoverished. The

209 Craig Clunas. Screen of Kings: Royal Art and Power in Ming China. Vol. 45175. London: Reaktion Books Ltd,
2013, 8.
210 Tbid., 139.
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second level was Jin Shen £&#f, a bureaucrat who had become a government official

or a country squire who had returned to his hometown after his retirement. Most of
the Jin Shen group, who owned land and many properties, were much richer than the
Qing Jin group. When one of the literati became a member of Jin Shen, he would
pursue material enjoyment and spiritual pursuit of art. Hoping to have a high standard
of living, they invested considerable energy in their personal interests.

Compared to the emperors, the royal family, and the nobles, who had the
dominant position when they were born, the status of the literati was more easily
threatened by the lower classes. When luxurious consumption prevailed, money
eroded the traditional hierarchy, and the social order underwent drastic changes. The
literati who were originally in high positions were increasingly challenged by other
classes, especially wealthy business people, which made the literati feel anxious. In
order to relieve anxiety and maintain their superiority, the literati tried to use cultural
taste to defeat the wealth of the rich common people. With unique consumption
preferences and tastes, they developed a set of special fashion standards, consumption
behaviour patterns and consumption value orientations to show their identity and
status. The literati confidently attributed the luxury goods that they could not afford to
tasteless things with their standard. The only things that conformed to their aesthetic
orientation were truly of elegant taste. The literati emphasised their differences from
other social classes. The fashion created by the literati constituted the “fashion
hegemony” in imperial China, which did not rely on the authorisation of the state but
had a dominant position. The literati became the fashion icon of other social classes.

Wealthy people mostly liked novel and gorgeous styles. The literati advocated
simple and classical styles to distinguish them from the wealthy commoners and
considered elaborate and expensive styles to be tasteless. In terms of dress, the literati
believed that one should not just follow fashion, or else one would lack aesthetic

judgement. Wen Zhenheng argued that the popular headscarf named Pi Yun

Headscarf #Z=M, which could be cut at will, was tasteless and not as good-looking

as the classic headscarf made of a whole piece of cloth, although it was inconvenient

touse BMEXNKXPE, SHEFEEMER , HEUBERN 2 Eh&E AFET
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H.2!1 Wang Shizhen was so proud that he refused to wear the novelty outfit with tops
and pants, insisting on wearing a simple and loose Taoist robe #&4&, KR t2, LG #
RHEMAKAU. MEARESLREHRABBABRMBERAR FRZM

2,212 Like Wang Shizhen, Zhang Dai was very confident in dressing. He once

ridiculed some people who imitated the Suzhou style, a style in the southern area of

imperial China. These people immediately followed the tendency when narrow

sleeves and low hats were popular T #T AT EN, 75 AP, R &, 20— i,

& 2R, n— B, BRI LBIH TR ABTE .

The literati had special taste and preferred high crowns, Taoist robes and shallow
shoes. Taoist robes were designed for Taoist priests and monks, and they were made
of white, grey or brown cloth, with wide necklines and sleeves and black lapels. The
shallow shoes were also originally worn by monks. This type of shoe was made of
cloth or silk of various colours for the upper, and the soles were very thin. Because of
their lightness, the literati were willing to wear them at home. High hats, loose sleeves
and shallow shoes were not suitable for fast walking and made it hard for people to
keep their clothes tidy. The literati chose this dress style to show that they were of the
leisure class and did not need to be busy with work. The literati also had unique
standards for women. Wei Yong believed that women were supposed to wear a few
accessories and that women should choose make-up according to their personal
qualities. Women could dress beautifully in spring, choose light clothing in summer,
dress elegantly in autumn and wear bright colours in winter. At the same time, women

should dress appropriately when meeting guests and wear comfortable shoes when

travelling AR ATE, IRAF ATER, B ER K MEAEE B AE - %K -2 -2 —
T . RETENEEREFERER MREMR LRELALEEER ZTE

R AR

211 (Ming) Wenzhen Heng 3UEZ .Treatise ¥, Beijing: Gold Wall Press, 2010, 315.
212 (Ming) Zhang Dai K18, Lang Hua Wen Ji IR# &, Volume |Il. Changsha: Yue Lu Press, 1985, 142-143.

213 (Ming) Wei Yong BJK, Yue Rong Lu BREYR, Bi Ji Xiao Da Guan, Volume V. Taipei: Xinxing Publish

House, 1981, 2773.
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Many literati published connoisseurship literature to guide the public in various
aspects of daily life, such as dressing, interior design and entertainment. The literature-
helped people without a good educational background and provided information on
the goods and styles favoured by the literati. The best-selling of this kind of
connoisseurship manual reflected the popularity of the opinion about elegant taste and
tasteless fashion from the literati among the public. Treatise T<¥)7&, written by Wen
Zhenheng, was a classic of this kind of connoisseurship literature. Wen expressed his
views of elegance and vulgarity about almost everything in daily life, such as dress
and adornment, daily utensils, boats and carriages, collection of antiques, aquarium
and garden design. Wen believed that the public should use narrow wooden strips to
divide the rectangular field into grids for a decorative look. It was better to have two
or three windows than six windows. If the roof was high enough, people were
supposed to design a dormer with slices ground from clam shells or window paper.
Homeowners could make a few large lattice windshields to enjoy more sunlight in
winter, which was better for small rooms. It was fashionable to use high-grade paint

for window frames, like red or black. Window frame should not be engraved with

patterns or use other paint colours of paints, or it would be tasteless AR HEH , &
RAFK=R , RA =, FAEK, BBAN, A=H=50 , EERAZ. E
&, LUARE—F , TRELEz , RITAR.. . EASE, Ik, B8,

FETCER , B A A2 In addition to interior design, the literati argued that the

most fashionable and elegant gardens were of natural style. Xie Zhaochao described

in detail that stones could be used in gardens to imitate natural scenes, and the public

should place stones at random or place stones around ponds fRILUZAA LA, KNS
THEENEFTIFEEAEZHEEEBERAEBRESE R, XHRIIEFH

EAEATRIA-—EEARESTmARNMTAK TEEBRAZHR

People were to prefer natural style for furniture as well as their gardens. Overly

cumbersome carvings and decorations did not demonstrate great taste. Fine purple

214 Tbid., Treatise, 14.
215 (Ming) Xie Zhaochao 1, Wu Za Zu FiZ<4A, Volume |I1. Shanghai: Shanghai Bookstore Publishing
g

House, 2009, 55.
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wood and rosewood were the best raw materials for making furniture and it was better

to use classical style decoration 7 AU HEE WY A RET HE <2, B8E& NEMEGZ,
HENMEAR BWEREXMNF LB, JLR, KB EBEULE, 8RN
i, e EAN RS B AR A EE. B, &, XX, BAREER L2, I

E. BE. JT=FEX.2'° When it came to bed curtains, silk curtains were

considered the ugliest. Some people painted landscapes or black plum blossoms on

the bed curtains to follow fashion, but it was considered to look tasteless E1EMKig |
NEEKKSAEEZK  FB BREEAZ , BEELKEMTLEE , LB

4827 In connoisseurship literature, the literati taught people how to use and

purchase goods correctly so that common people could obtain a fashionable and
elegant living environment similar to the literati. The literati took great pains to
explain what was elegant and what was tasteless to promote their aesthetic tastes.
Their opinion revealed the conceit of the literati on the taste of life and their contempt
for the artistic taste of the new rich. The literati maintained their social prestige and
lofty status by mastering the judgement of elegance and vulgarity.

The literati of the Ming Dynasty wrote lifestyle guides with their refined tastes.
These books described the interior furnishings, antiques, sculptures, opera, food,

paintings and architecture that the literati loved. For example, Wen Zhenheng’s
Treatise ¥ 7% consists of 12 volumes, including those on study room design,
flowers and trees, gardening, birds and fish, calligraphy and painting, furniture,
interior decoration, costume, boats and cars, indoor geomantic omen X 7K, vegetables

and fruits, and fragrant tea. The author gives a very detailed guide describing the

general picture of the material life of the Jinshen in the Ming Dynasty. Ge Gu Yao

Lun ¥ E12, written by Cao Zhao, focuses on the appreciation of ancient musical

instruments, ancient inkstones, epigraphy, ancient paintings, inkstones, stele and

phallic posters, kiln ware and lacquer ware. Zhang Yingwen’s The Secret Collection

216 (Ming) Wang Shixing £ 1%, Guang Zhi Yi I~ E£E, Volume I . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1981, 33.

217 Tbid., Treatise, 323.
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of the Qing Dynasty J& M4¥# is rich in contents, with chapters devoted to commentary

on crystal agate and amber, spices, embroidery, carving and framed collections.

Another literati, Gao Lian, discusses edible wild plants in his book Zun Sheng Ba Jian

B4 J\&. These books convey essential commercial messages and show the tastes of

the leisure class, which ensures that no one was excluded from participation in the
market for luxury commodities on the grounds of ignorance of how to consume

appropriately.?!®

The Merchants

In the Ming Dynasty, wealthy merchants were powerful and occupied an
important position in urban society. The wealth of Ming merchants mainly came from
two sources. Merchants earned the first source of wealth through trade with the Ming
government and dignitaries. The leisure class had a huge demand for expensive
luxury goods such as jewellery, spices, embroidery, and rare handicrafts. To meet the
market demand, merchants engaged in related industries. The Ming government
needed a great deal of agricultural products and handicraft products. Apart from the
tributes and the products produced by the official handicraft industry, the rest had to
be purchased from merchants. In this process, wealthy business people colluded with

officials to make huge profits. For example, there were as many as 552 businessmen

accused of selling substandard grain to the warehouses of Shan Hai Wei LT and

Yong Ping 7K.

Another example was the gold leaf industry. In the gold leaf industry, merchants
sold gold leaf to the government at three times the price. Another source was that rich
merchants accumulated enormous wealth through the direct exploitation of farmers,
handicraftsmen, small traders and citizens. For example, by reselling the old and new

copper coins, the merchants could earn twice the interest, and many ordinary people

were victims. During the Wanli JT[/1 period (1573-1620), rich merchants such as

Duan Xiyao B8 % 3& and Zhang Pu 384D paid significant amounts of money to the

218 Craig Clunas. Superfluous Things: Material Culture and Social Status in Early Modern China. Cambridge

Polity Press, 1991, 38.
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government and monopolised the Ya Hang 5F 1T, the commercial organisation

engaged in trade intermediation.?!® As a result, many agencies that made a living

from this were unemployed. In Suzhou, some merchants made much money through

lending and financial speculation. The descendant of weavers, Zhu Youming “R{GEA,

increased his wealth hundreds of times through speculation during the famine.??°

In the Ming Dynasty, merchants who earned their wealth from the upper leisure
class would begin to learn the lifestyle and the consumption habits of the upper leisure
class. Rich merchants could even experience a material life above that of the higher-

class people. Even if they were in the poor countryside, wealthy merchants could still

enjoy the prosperous life of a city. For example, the city named Jianchang 2 & in

Sichuan was a remote area. Nevertheless, it produced cedar lumber, and many
merchants came here to develop their businesses and make huge profits. As a result,
the noblemen in the rich areas had not yet worn the new clothes woven in Hangzhou
and Suzhou, but the wood merchants of Jianchang were already wearing them. The
merchants were also ahead of the aristocrats in tasting all the precious and rare food

of mountains and seas.

The Merchants and the Literati

At the same time, people’s pursuit of fashion and luxury goods and their
enthusiasm for material enjoyment during the Ming Dynasty benefited those in
business. They became a powerful and new force in society. The growing ranks of
the merchants had an impact on the traditional social and economic structure and
organisational order. An important feature of the disruption of the social order was
that the division between the literati and merchant was not clear in practice. China in
the period focused on the traditional agrarian model of natural economy. While
advocating the importance of agriculture, the development of commerce was seen by
the empowers as an enemy that threatened the country’s governance and was strongly
discouraged. The construction of a corresponding social value system accompanied

the traditional policy of suppressing commerce. In the traditional hierarchical order,

219 Han Dacheng. Ming Cheng Shi Yan Jiu. Beijing: People’s Publishing House, 1991, 295-02.
220 Linda Cooke, Johnson. Cities of Jiangnan in Late Imperial China. Albany: State University of New York Press,
1993, 81.

100



the rank of the literati was high while the merchants were the most inferior. However,
among the literati, there were only a few who could succeed by virtue of the imperial
examination. With a narrow range of career options, the benefits brought by doing
business were quite attractive. Some of the poorer literati began to engage in
commercial activities to make a living. The two distinct ranks, the literati and the
merchants, were no longer clearly delineated.

The literati engaged in business activities mainly relying on personal and
professional skills. Out of the pursuit of elegant arts such as poetry, calligraphy and
painting, merchants in the Ming Dynasty were willing to pay for cultural products
from the literati. For the literati, this was an additional source of income. One of the

literati, Xu Wei, said that he painted plum blossoms in exchange for money to buy

rice FESHIKIFMETE. According to the book Yibaizhai Poetry Talk 3R B #1518,

Tang Yin, a famous literati in the Ming Dynasty, wrote a poem arguing that he was

free to paint paintings and sell them. He was not greedy for money that came from the
“wrong way” FRREIIEAEFR , FEAREEE > These talented literati, in the

process of a successful exchange, used their skills to make a living or obtain rich

capital, which was a disguised commercial behaviour. The Wuzhong area in the mid-

Ming Dynasty was an example. Huang Sheng recorded in his book Wu Fenglu X,
3% that the elegant literati in the past had put down the dignified air and were happy
to participate in business 2S5 RHAEZMH KK , ZLUBFEN . In another province

named Shanxi 178, according to the social customs of the late Ming Dynasty, the

clever young people with good ability went to do business, and only those below

average went to study and participated in the imperial examinations EX|Z SE T E
B, FTHFREZARZE -8, ERXTAEE, ERHMUTEE RPN ,
LA+ X 22 BE.

221 Zheng Lihua. “Shi Shang Guan Xi Shan Bian. > Academic Monthly, 10.06(1994):64-70.
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Urban Women

Merchants, royal clan members, emperors and the literati were males in the
leisure class. The role of urban women in the leisure class could be underestimated.
Compared with rural women who were used to conservative consumption, urban
women were more willing to spend money on superfluous things and entertainment.
The urban women of the Ming Dynasty could be divided into several groups, such as
the women in noble families, the women in political households, women doing
manual labour, prostitutes, performers, female nuns, female Taoists, witches and
female servants. Women in noble families and political households were mostly wives
and daughters or relatives of men in the leisure class. By blood or marriage, these
women shared the material wealth possessed by their men. Through the social status
of their father, husband, and son, these women became part of the social elite group
and were the main group in the luxury consumer market.??> However, women who
could afford extravagant consumption were not limited to the elite class. Performers,
prostitutes, and servants, who were regarded as lowly in status, might consume luxury
goods as the upper class did. For example, famous prostitutes who had wealthy clients
could buy expensive jewellery. The upper class no longer enjoyed luxury goods alone,
and class privileges were broken.

As Werner Sombart said, in the Middle Ages, those famous prostitutes played a
role in shaping the tastes and fashions of society, permeating the whole society with a
culture of profligacy and the pursuit of luxury.??* The phenomenon of prostitutes
being regarded as fashion icons by the common people also happened in imperial
China, which was determined by these women’s ways of survival. Prostitutes
attracted customers with their beautiful appearance, so they spent a lot on their
clothing, make-up and ornaments to win the favour of customers. There were many

examples of prostitutes leading fashion. From 1485 to 1505, prostitutes first wore the
ponytail dress B E#8, an imported product from Goryeo, a dress in the shape of an

open umbrella, which other civilian women later copied. Many women imitated the

clothes of high-class prostitutes. One literati named Mao Xiang & 28 mentioned a

222 Dorothy Ko. Teachers of the Inner Chambers: Women and Culture in Seventeenth-Century China. California:
Stanford University Press, 1994, 252.
223 Sombart Werner, Luxury and Capitalism. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1967, 73.
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nice date with the famous prostitute Dong Xiaowan E /M58 on a pleasure boat.

Xiaowan was wearing a tulle dress made of Western cloth provided by Maoxiang,
which attracted many people on the shore. High-class prostitutes such as Dong
Xiaowan were regular customers of many high-class boutiques. In such boutiques,
there were sachets, expensive wine, tea, candy, snacks, musical instruments and all
kinds of cloth, which were luxuries for common people, but prostitutes often came to
shop. The precious and beautiful flowers sold in the flower market were rare and
expensive, even for the wealthy family. Nevertheless, prostitutes always paid the
florists much money and designed their new make-up with flowers. The handicrafts of
prostitutes also became best-selling items: among them, the exquisite handmade
products made by high-grade prostitutes in Nanjing were very famous. Prostitutes
occasionally embroidered flowers with butterflies, birds and fish on fans in their spare
time. They gave these fans as gifts to their girlfriends. Common people began to make
replicas when they saw these exquisite handcrafts. Merchants from other regions

came to buy the prostitutes’ work, which cost three times more than other similar

products in the market B/ , ZIREBTEB LXEHTREEHR , XNHEEM ,
ek, BE2EK  BEEMN. A\, flhz , BUKT. KEMEITFEKN

71, Flh =45.2>* Prostitutes influenced the consumption of the common people.

Like the men in the leisure class, the daily consumption of urban women in the

Ming Dynasty became extravagant. Urban women began to pursue gorgeous clothing.

Women who belonged to the official ritual and music institution, Jiao Fang Si ¥
A, had a low social status, but they still wore pearl headbands and clothes

embroidered with all kinds of auspicious animals when they went out B & ER5E , &

WX, —RFMEE a8  EELRE 2.2 Inaddition to dress, women also

participated in the luxury consumption of food. Women were attending more

banquets, and dishes were refined and diversified. When these women travelled by

24 (Qing) Peng Huasheng ¥164E. Hua Fang Yu Tan BIfARIE, Xiang Yan Cong Shu, Volume IX. Shanghai:
Shanghai Bookstore Publishing House, 2014, 353.
225 (Ming) Shen Defu JL8%F. Wan Li Ye Huo Bian J7 /71 23R 4%. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1959, 147

148.
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boat, they often needed to take out dishes and snacks, such as boat food fR3€ in

Suzhou and ye Food B & in Yangzhou. This demand resulted in many restaurants

opening for tourists in the city. Restaurants usually had a noodle shop attached. The
noodles were sold in three sizes, and the soup varied with the season.??® These
restaurants were in important commercial locations in the city, which demonstrated
substantial consumption. Women were also the main consumers of the popular sweets
in the Ming Dynasty. Sweets were often used on social occasions and could also be

gifts for other women. There were many types of sweets. For example, Ring Candy

M@ #E was a kind of candy offered for funerals or festivals in the shape of figures,
birds, animals and fruits. Other candy included hollow candy named Blow Candy B

¥, long strips of candy named Tang Tong #&3&, solid candies, candy melons, sesame

candy, brown candy, show candy, scallion candy and black candy.

In addition to basic daily consumption, urban women in the Ming Dynasty were
willing to spend money travelling. Shen Yixiu, a famous, talented girl in the Ming
Dynasty, recorded that she and her cousin Zhang Qiangian took a boat ride on the

lake. They talked and drank, staying up all night. Women went out with their

girlfriends to many important festivals. One of the literati, Fei Yaun Lu %% JT#%,

recorded the scene in the book Zhao Cai Guan Qing Ke 53R 4E/&1R. During the

Lantern Festival, ladies went out to see the beautiful lanterns. Lanterns lining the
street looked like a ten-mile-long rainbow. In the Qingming Festival, ladies on spring
outings could be seen everywhere. In the Dragon Boat Festival, ladies gathered by

the river to watch dragon boat races. During the Yu Lan Festival in July, the ladies

donated money JTB At , T L BIE |, BMEZ , HITEkK , ETEKIT , Gl
ek, FHARAER , TZWE , BRBEZ1T. WFEARE , RETLZ=

£, tAEANEZZTN , KBRS , TLHESETIT2Y Religion was the

226 'Wu Jenshu. She Chi De Nv Ren Ming Qing Jiangnan Fu Nv De Xiao Fei Wen Hua. Taipei: San Min Book,
2010, 34.
227 'Wu Renshu. Urban Pleasures: Leisure Consumption and Spatial Transformation in Jiangnan Cities during the
Ming-Qing Period. Taipei: Institute of Modern History Academia Sinica, 2014, 238.
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spiritual support of urban women in the Ming Dynasty, and praying in the temples
was also an important social activity for them. Many women often went to temples,

listened to Buddhist scriptures and worshipped eminent monks as teachers. During the

Chongzhen era (1611-1644), Empress Yi An 8% often made Buddhist statues and

clothing related to religion. She once used plain silk as the bottom fabric and cut five-

colour silk, folding fabric scraps into a Buddha statue, which was called Dui Sha

Budda HEZM .
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Chapter Seven: The Glorious Period of “Wu Yao”:
Extravagant and Unusual Life in the Ming Dynasty (1368—
1644)

In the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), the literati and emperors believed improper
dress would bring about social unrest. They named the exotic and unusual clothes Fu
Yao and began to restrict common people’s daily dress. After the Han Dynasty, the
high-class people expanded the content of material regulations. The necessities people
use should match their personal status, and they cannot overstep their ranks. The
literati regarded the behaviour of pursuing a luxurious life and improperly using
things such as Wu Yao as problematic. However, things changed in the Ming
Dynasty. The Ming Dynasty was the most serious dynasty in terms of extravagant
consumption, which was the glorious period of Wu Yao.

It is necessary to analyse extravagant life in the Ming Dynasty, which is the core
concept associated with Wu Yao. Regardless of the different periods of society, the
objects of luxury are nothing but food and drink, shelter, clothing, and leisure. These
four categories are not only related to the basic needs of human survival but also to
material or sensual pleasures.??® Luxury is characterised by “Wu” and is related to
desire. It is the pursuit of more exquisiteness in addition to meeting the basic needs
and standards of people’s daily lives. The literati and emperors believed that
extravagance was the privilege of the upper class. The pursuit of extravagance by the
public would encourage the expansion of desire and lead to catharsis. The main way
the high class controlled public desires was to limit people’s needs and daily utensils.
Once common people enjoyed an exquisite, high-level lifestyle that exceeded basic
needs, they were violating social hierarchy norms and would be considered Wu Yao
by the literati. In the Ming Dynasty, especially after the Jiajing period (1522-1566),
with the development of the commodity economy and the increase of public wealth,
common people also had the opportunity to enjoy a luxurious life. The public was not
stingy with money in terms of food, houses, dress, entertainment and social activities.

The corresponding relationship between social status and necessities of life no longer

228 Christopher J, Berry. The Idea of Luxury A Conceptual and Historical Investigation. New York: Cambridge

University Press, 1994, 5.
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existed. The literati, rich merchants and the elite were the main groups enjoying
luxury. The middle-class people, servants, village women and even prostitutes
imitated the luxurious lifestyle of the high-class group. People indulged in their
desires, pursuing happiness and enjoyment of life, and their consumption violated
social hierarchy norms. To limit the public’s extravagant consumption, the
government increased the regulations on prohibiting extravagance and increased
penalties. The conservative literati did not adapt to the changes in fashion and
expressed concern that people arrogated the rules of hierarchy, which would lead to
social instability. However, the emperors, the elite and the literati themselves often
did not refuse to improve the quality of their lives. In the meantime, some of the
literati believed that luxury should not be prohibited because it could increase the

income of the public and was beneficial to the country.

The first emperor restricted the objects used by the public, Zhu Yuanzhang < J©

& (1328-1398). In 1368, he ordered people to wear Tang-style clothing (618-907),

while forbidding Yuan-style clothing because the clothing popular in the Yuan
Dynasty (1271-1368) was considered unusual and weird. Zhu Yuanzhang concluded
that the reason for the fall of the Yuan Dynasty was that the Yuan government

abandoned the ritual system and put no limits on people’s material desires, which not

only caused extravagant folk customs but also led to the collapse of the regime #] ,
AWAEEWERE , LAXT , BURREZFEzH , THEEBHREE , RE
. KRN AEEEH , RELERE. GEREH#HER , TREE , TEH
EXE<zIH. BEEZEER , AHA , I BILEER , BFRHE?

Therefore, he believed that it was necessary to rebuild the order of rituals and require

people to accept the daily necessities belonging to their rank HEFERRT , &
EALFIABRE  AER...... EHLRXEHEE , RTES , AE2R , RE

g, BREER  MPUNER  FEERETLH , BKES , BILUWE , 1t

Vil

229 (Ming) Anon. Ming Shilu BASE 3. Taipei: Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica, 1966, 525.
107



TZABH FHENESRES KAV, WA, BEEEHTH

Afterwards, the Ming government promulgated a series of regulations on daily
necessities, including the basic needs of the public in daily life, such as dress, houses
and carriages. These daily necessities had strict differences in colour, variety, material
and shape. Etiquette for social activities, such as weddings and funerals, was also
stipulated, which formed different lifestyles of different ranks. No one was allowed to
enjoy things beyond their status. The rulers used laws and regulations, along with
local education, expecting the public to be satisfied with their low-level life.
However, the recovery of social production and the improvement of the living
standards of the public led to people wanting to change their original rigid and
monotonous lives, and their desires expanded. People began to pursue a luxurious life,
and overstepping and luxury were complementary. Overstepping always began with
the details of food, clothing, houses and entertainment, and the rise of extravagance

intensified the phenomenon of overstepping.

Dress

The extravagant consumption and overstepping behaviours among common
people started from dress, one of the necessities of daily life. At the beginning of the
Ming Dynasty, the dress code was rigorous, and there were regulations on the design,
colour, pattern and material. In 1370, the government required the common people
not to wear yellow clothes, and neither men nor women were allowed to use gold
embroidery, brocade embroidery, ramie silk or damask, but only silk or plain yarn.
Ordinary people’s boots were not allowed to be decorated with gold thread or have
floral patterns. Gold, jade, pearls and other stone jewellery were also prohibited, and
the public could only wear silver jewellery. In 1373, the common people were
forbidden to use onyx, coral or amber. The beads of the hats ceased to be of crystal
and incense wood. In 1382, the farmers could wear yarn and silk cloth, but the

merchants could not. If there was a merchant in the farmer’s family, he was also not

allowed to wear silk clothes R =F HAWBET M, RXESFEEM, ZEEHMK,

230 Tbid., 1076.
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THRE, XBBaRRABEAEE. BE. L4, &F. LFHE. &Y,
HH R ERBITEE, LR, Bif. 8, STTYREE. K®E LAR. AF,
THRATEATSE, B, MH. KA. RARRER. BAE , TERAM ,

WEERLEVFKE, BAR. THESRKGE, £, B, 1, BHLEKRS, ., KR

BE—ARNEEE , TABIR.P! In fact, these initial regulations were difficult to

implement over time.

Significant changes took place in people’s dress in the mid-Ming Dynasty.
People spared no expense in clothing and began to pursue luxurious and refined
styles. Those who dressed plainly would be ridiculed by their friends and neighbours.
For example, during the Ming Dynasty, a type of clothing made of delicate fabrics

and the finest craftsmanship named Su Style 77#% was prevalent, which was produced

in the Suzhou region of the south of the Yangtze River. There were more than 120

colours of Su-style clothing. For instance, there were 19 kinds of red, like scarlet £§

41, Biancaea Sappan Red 77 R4L, Water Red ZK4L and Rou Red I4L. In terms of

styles, women’s dress with rich styles included Mamian dress, piled gauze dress,

golden dress, Bai Jian dress H##8#&, He Huan dress &3 # and Zuo dress 1E#8 (see

Figure 7.1). 232 Evidence of extravagant spending could be found in local historical

documents. For example, the changes in local dress were recorded in Tongzhou Zhi

JEM E. From 1488 to 1521, local people were still dressed in plain clothes, and they

used the local fabrics named Yang Chang Ge and Ben Ye Bu. By 1576, however,
ordinary silk with patterns was no longer considered precious, and people began to
buy precious and gorgeous fabrics from distant cities and make them into fashion. The
length of the clothes, the skirt, the collar and the waistline all changed. The literati
thought it was Wu Yao, so they went to parties dressed in plain clothes. As a result,

they were not served as honoured guests and were laughed at. The old cheap fabrics

21 (Qing) Zhang Tingyu 5K%E E. Ming Shi. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1974, 1649-50.
232 Fan Jinmin. “Suzhou with its style and mode as a fashion leader in the Ming and Qing Dynasties.” Journal of
Nanjing University, n10.50(2013):123—41.
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were no longer produced because no one bought them 2A(&). IE(&)ZH , HHE=
BEFERZR, TARXRREZERS , K4E, g, IEEUNFEE , TAHEE
&, . BRZR , UAFHERACR LS , L—YINEMEAER , |
AANRAZ , ERBeB8Nt, < ( FHNE ) HEE2hF% |, BPETFEY , &
RIZARA, REB. =K. BB, MEmMEWE , UK, TEEKR, TEA
X, Hdl , K. #BE. 9. B4E , BR2TR , SN | LABRK
H, MEFAKXXMEL Aza W AGKz , FTEZLE, QOMBFH

B, X&hE , ATETH , MEFX ARZtE. The competition for extravagance

in dress stimulated the vanity of the public. People with insufficient financial

resources also bought gorgeous fashion clothes that were beyond budget. A literati of

the Ming Dynasty, Fan Liang S&3, recorded that “The cotton cloth robe, once the

common daily dress of the literati, was now considered poor clothing. The poor also
wore lightly textured silk clothes, which was called Lightweight Gorgeous. Some

people even repurchased old silk and satin clothes from pawnshops and refurbish

them because they wanted to dress like the noble I ERER, LFBHNER ,

RELARBEN , BEFEW.. B KH , UAERER FFI4 233

Utensil

In the early Ming Dynasty, there were strict regulations on common people’s
utensils for food and drink. Senior officials of the first and second ranks were allowed
to use gold utensils. Officials of the third to fifth ranks could use silver jugs and gold
cups. Junior officials of the sixth to ninth ranks were allowed to use silver drinking
utensils. Other civilians and merchants could only use wood or porcelain utensils and

lacquerware. However, they were not allowed to use precious mahogany to make

233 (Ming) Fan Lian SBR. Yun Jian Ju Mu Chao =81 ¥& B . Taipei: Xin Xing Book Company, 1962, 2626.
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wooden wine utensils, nor were they allowed to paint gold on wooden wine utensils,

or carve dragon and phoenix patterns HE = +ARFE,NME. —m. —m, B,
BEE,RAR. —REIRBEIRBEZEE AEBELREE, BRERE

. B. ABTPTAKRLIERKS, #HE, BEERAN, RRETXS EER R
A&, Bo ... BYNMFHBERTHEASES. ... EE+AFE,— B

ZmAROFAELEFRAS. AR, RZRFOFFAR. RERRR.>

In the late Ming period, these prohibitions were ignored. In addition to clothing,
people also frequently used prohibited utensils. It was common for the wealthy to use
gold and jade to make food and drink utensils. For example, most of the wine vessels
used by the literati living in the Songjiang area were jade and gold. They preferred to
choose the jade unearthed in the Han Dynasty to make vessels. The extremely

exquisite gold wine cups were made by the most famous craftsman, who imitated the

old-fashioned style.?*> A literati named He Liangjun ff] R& recorded his visit to the

home of a friend in the Jiaxing area. The host provided each guest with a gold vessel

and a large golden cup engraved with ancient beasts. Each tableware weighed 15 or

16 tacls ZIHEX—KA, RERRE, ARAXFEHR. RAFE=TRA,

BEESHE T, ENERAESH, BRINETHM.2C His friend was not

considered wealthy; he was just an ordinary person. It shows that using gold objects

in violation of regulations was common.

Food

In the late Ming period, in addition to choosing more elaborate utensils, common
people were not limited to local products when choosing ingredients but did

everything possible to collect novel foods from remote cities. For example, the

234 Ibid., Ming Shi.1672.
235 (Ming) He Liangjun 18 B18.Si You Zhai Cong Shuo TR 7 A, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1959,

315.
236 Tbid., 316.
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Daurian ground squirrel was one of the imperial cuisines in the Yuan Dynasty (1271—
1368). By the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644), the royal family began to eat the Daurian
ground squirrel, which was considered to be a typical delicacy outside the Great
Wall. After that, common people followed the higher classes and used Daurian
ground squirrels as a symbol to show off. The gift culture of this squirrel became
popular among officials. The public revered the squirrel not for its nutritional value or
taste but to enjoy the novelty of the food and to seek a form of identity as the royal
family and nobles. Tasting squirrel was, in fact, tasting power. In addition to
ingredients, people were not stingy with using food in cooking, even extravagant and
wasteful. One dish, called Hundred Bird Brains, used not ordinary soybeans but the
brains of hundreds of birds. In the Ming Dynasty, theatres provided banquets, and the
public could not only satisfy their oral, visual, and listening desires but also show off
their wealth. There were hundreds of people gathering at one time. From May to July,
the weather was hot. Precious seafood and other ingredients deteriorated, and people
did not regret it. They would rather throw it away than feed it to the dogs.?*” Even

poor people also spent extravagantly when they treated guests. In a novel written by

Feng Menglong /5%, a servant named Niu Cheng is a typical example. In order to

celebrate the birth of his son, he borrowed money to hold a big banquet. In the end, he
could not repay the debt. To get married, another poor man called Wang Xiaoshan
spent more than 30 tales of gold for the wedding banquet. Because the wedding was
too expensive and business was not good, his store almost closed. These kinds of
events were written many times in the novels of the Ming Dynasty. It showed that
there was a popular fashion in the country where people spent a great deal of money

on a great banquet in order to pursue a luxurious life.

House

In the series of anti-luxury decrees of the early Ming Dynasty, there were strict

regulations and restrictions on private houses. From 1402 to 1447, officials were not
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allowed to build houses with the hip-and-gable roof &KL TR, multiple eaves and

arches, or painted ceilings (see Figure 7.2). The front hall of the nobles’ house could
have five or seven rooms, and the doors were decorated with gold lacquer or animal
faces with tin rings. Their houses could be built with blackboard tiles, colourful
animal sculptures for the roof, and gold or black paintings decorating colourful
windows, squares and columns (see Figure 7.3). The houses of the first-rank and
second-rank officials had five rooms in the front hall, and the doors were decorated
with green oil and animal faces with tin rings. As for the third to fifth-rank officials,
the front hall of their houses could have five rooms, with black oil and tin rings
decorating the doors. The roof ridges from the first-rank to the fifth-rank were
decorated with tile beasts, and the eaves and corners of the beams were decorated
with green paintings. Junior officials of the sixth to seventh ranks could have three
rooms, only decorated with khaki paint, dark doors and iron rings. Common people’s
houses should have no more than three rooms, and the use of colourful decorations
was not allowed. For the houses of meritorious ministers in the capital, ten yards of
open space could be left behind the residence and five yards to the left and right. It
was forbidden to take up more land around the houses to build pavilions or to dig
ponds as places to play and rest. Vermilion paint could be used on the beams, pillars,
doors, and windows of the temple buildings but was not allowed to be used on other
interior parts of the temple. The purpose of this series of regulations was to clarify the
social hierarchy. The upper-class nobles could lower their standards, and the lower-
class people could not overstep and imitate the residences of the upper-class people.
House regulations also reflected that imperial power and ancient sages were
inviolable. According to regulations, it was not permissible to carve stories about the
emperors, queens, concubines, or sages or use patterns such as the sun, the moon,
dragon, phoenix, Kylin, rhinoceros, and elephant on the beams, pillars, walls, and
corridors of houses.?*® Based on the housing regulations of the early Ming Dynasty,
the common people feared punishment and did not dare to expand the size of their
houses.

By the mid-Ming Dynasty, the extravagant social fashion made the imperial ban

exist in name only. There were more irregularities in people’s houses. The size of
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houses was further expanded, and the houses were built more and more exquisitely,
far exceeding the living space limit stipulated by the government. Before the Zhengde
period (1506—1521), the houses were small, and the halls were mostly in the back.
People used solid, simple wood. However, in the Jiajing period (1522—-1566), the
literati and even ordinary people had three living rooms that cost thousands of taels of
silver. Their houses often had double eaves and animal ridges like government
buildings.?** Houses were no longer just places to sleep in; they also needed to have
flowers and trees, pavilions and tall buildings for relaxation (see Figure 7.4). It
became common practice for people to build private gardens against regulations,
especially in the Jiangnan area, which had the highest concentration of private

gardens at the time. According to local historical records, there were at least 100

private gardens in Suzhou 7 area, about 42 in the Songjiang area, and 16 famous

gardens in Nanjing 3R in the Ming Dynasty. Luxurious residences featured opulent

furnishings. The public chose precious rosewood, cherry wood, ebony, acacia wood
and boxwood to make furniture. Even a low-income family also equipped the study
room with painting tables, an incense burner, and a trendy vase, imitating the literati’s
home decoration style. In less than a year or two, people would get tired of their
houses. They would tear them down and rebuild them, so wealthy families often hired
painters and carpenters to do the work in their homes. The noble family, officials,

the literati, rich merchants and ordinary people all showed off their taste and wealth

through houses.

Different Perspectives on Luxury Consumption

At the beginning of the Ming Dynasty, the emperors believed that extravagant
consumption could destroy the hierarchy, so they restricted the public’s consumption.
If the public were extravagant and did not save money, social production would
inevitably be affected, ultimately impacting state revenues. For these two reasons, the
government repeatedly issued prohibitions on the illegal use of dress, houses, and

utensils, as well as increased punishment to limit the public’s luxury consumption.
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From 1426 to 1627, the governments promulgated at least 116 prohibitions on
extravagant spending.?* In 1458, the emperor stipulated that those who dyed, made,

and sold prohibited clothes would be executed, and their families would be sent to the

frontier.?*! After the Chenghua period (1465-1487), Dong Chang %R/ was set up,

which was an investigative agency directly under the control of the emperor in the
Ming Dynasty. The enforcement of the prohibition of extravagance was significantly
strengthened. Dong Chang not only cracked down on the illegal trade of extravagance
among the people but also actively promoted extravagance legislation, trying to block
the source of luxury circulation.

High-class people limited the consumption of ordinary people by formulating
detailed and cumbersome regulations and cruel legal systems. However, they did not
strictly abide by these policies. For example, the government had strict restrictions on
the weaving and wearing of silk, which made clear regulations in terms of materials,
colours, patterns and decoration. The government stipulated corresponding punitive
measures for various phenomena of unauthorised use. Nevertheless, the emperors
broke the rules from time to time and rewarded their relatives and senior officials with

fine silk. Following the example of the upper class, the public used silk in large

quantities, which destroyed the silk-wearing regulation. Means of transportation 3£

was another typical example. The government had strict regulations on the use of
transportation facilities for all social classes, including the types of carriages and the
etiquette of people meeting on the road. However, officials pursued comfort and
enjoyment, from riding donkeys to horses and then to sedan chairs. Using people to
carry the sedan as a means of transportation violated the spirit of advocating thrift and
despising extravagance (see Figure 7.5).

For the public’s luxury consumption, some of the literati emphasised the theory

of Wu Yao and attributed disasters and national changes to the results of people’s

pursuit of luxury life. One of the literati, Wang Shixing £+ (1547-1598),

classified the handicraft products popular in the Jiangnan area in his book Guang Zhi

240 Lin Liyue. “Ming Dai Jin She Ling Xin Tan.” Bulletin of Historical Research, 10.22(1994):57-84.
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Yi J-7& % 2% People in the Jiangnan area liked to counterfeit antiques. Whether it

was copying calligraphy and painting or making utensils, artisans could make it
difficult to distinguish between the real and the fake. There were many people
involved in the forgery. The production process was complicated, clear and highly
efficient, which greatly disrupted the art market. Wang Shixing believed that these
popular, exquisite and elegant objects corrupted morality and endangered society.
People rushed to buy these products, and they did not hesitate to spend money, which

caused the social atmosphere to change from thrift to extravagance and finally to

violation of regulations. Another literati, Shen Defu JT{EfF, had the same opinion.

He put forward the concepts of “Ink Yao” and “Fan Yao” in the Wan Li Ye Huo Bia

T [ B3R Y%. Fang and Cheng, two businessmen, resorted to many immoral means to

pursue expensive ink. Shen Defu believed that the ink could be a strong weapon for
those who loved luxury.?** Regarding the folded fan, he outlined its historical origin
and said that the popular folded fans in the Wuzhong area were highly sought after at
that time, and the handle of a folded fan was worth three or four tales of gold. He
believed that the fan was very tempting, just like a bewitching Yao, so he named it
Fan Yao.?** For a long time, society had a strict hierarchy. Everyone had to use
things according to their status. However, the development of commerce in the mid
and late Ming Dynasty inspired the public’s long-suppressed consumption impulse
and desire for pleasure. It became a new way of life to enjoy novelty, gorgeous and
exquisite clothing and utensils. Some literati were anxious about social change, and
they used the word Wu Yao to express their vigilance against the temptation of
materialism and their resistance to fashion. What they were dissatisfied with were not
luxury goods but people’s pursuit of objects of appreciation and addiction to material
life. The literati believed that luxury goods would affect people’s values and social
stability.

In response to the trend of extravagant consumption, some literati believed that

luxury could make money and encourage the public to enjoy material life. Among
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them, the theory of Lu Ji ffi#§ was the most complete. He argued that social

production and consumption was whole, and frugality was only beneficial to

individuals and families but was harmful to the country ERNEZ EUARA KX T 1,
B—ASZ, —ARN—-AFARZTR. B—REZ , ~FRRUW-—RIAXT

o ZETHRICKRT ZHBMTR. For example, the pig-raising industry, the pig-killing

industry and the agriculture that provides feed were a whole. At the same time, the
extravagance of the rich could increase the means of livelihood of the poor, create
more employment opportunities through the stimulation of extravagance, and solve
the unemployment problem. For example, rich people spent money on dresses, food,
houses and carriages, which objectively increased income for farmers, cooks, business

people and satin weavers who produced these products, and also the rich could share

part of the benefits with them FHIFTIEEE , THEHAR, RREK , HEHE
E, 5L, RE, KBZEME. RURRE , WHE., BEDEN,EANS

Z  NEE, HEPHRF| The wealth gathered in the hands of the rich would also

flow to the poor so that the common people could also enjoy a rich life together.?#®
Lu Ji also argued that more consumption would promote more efficient production.

With the high standards of consuming demands, there should be more efficient

production to provide corresponding consuming products. He took Suzhou 71 and

Hangzhou FiM as examples. People in Suzhou and Hangzhou loved luxury, but the

economic strength of these two areas ranked first in the country. The clothing in
Suzhou and Hangzhou was exquisitely embroidered and in great demand, which
promoted the development of the handicraft and silk-weaving industries. Lu Ji also
mentioned that the local government’s support for tourism led to the prosperity of
other industries, such as boats, painted boats and sedan chairs, as well as food,
cultural and entertainment activities, which also solved the problem of employment.
The third opinion was that luxury and high consumption stimulated the circulation of

goods. Lu Ji cited his hometown, Shanghai, as an example. At that time, Shanghai
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was remote but close to Suzhou and Hangzhou. Shanghai was gradually influenced by
the luxurious atmosphere and became a bustling city where many merchants gathered,
and the circulation of goods was rapid.

The phenomenon of Wu Yao in the Ming Dynasty proves that strict prohibitions
can not stop the public’s desires and establish consumption habits. Judging from the
consumption behaviour of the masses in the Ming Dynasty, what the common people
pursued was not only exquisite utensils and luxurious life but also a rebellion against
the ritual that imprisoned their desires. The consumption privileges of the upper class
were broken. The nationwide consumption revolution meant the collapse of social
hierarchy. The rulers, accustomed to traditional thinking, could only see Wu Yao as a
harmful social phenomenon or a dissident force. However, some literati who lived in
society saw what the emperors did not want to see and put forward reasonable

opinions or suggestions.
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Chapter Eight: The Craftsmen during the Period of Wu Yao

The popularity of fashion had a great impact on the stable lifestyle and social
form at the material level, which was originally organised and operated by political
forces and traditional ethical norms. Fashionable, novel and expensive commodities
were no longer exclusive to the nobility, the literati, and royal families but could also
be enjoyed by common people. It was not easy to distinguish social class by checking
material resources such as luxury goods owned by individuals. The orthodox literati,
the elite class in the country, showed panic and anxiety about changing life. Wu was
demonised, stigmatised, and labelled as “Wu Yao”. At the same time, when the
literati analysed and criticised the phenomenon of Wu Yao, they pointed to its
“source”, namely the artisans, believing that artisans were one of the important
causes. The literati believed that the exquisite and expensive goods produced by
artisans attracted the public to spend considerable amounts of money. Poor people
might buy luxury commodities to follow the trend. In order to cater to the literati, who
had the power in the culture market, artisans imitated the literati’s aesthetic taste,
behaviour, and lifestyle. The artisans wanted to rise in recognition in the eyes of the
elite class. Like literati publishing poetry collections, artisans also published
professional books or textbooks to teach skills. During the Ming Dynasty (1368—
1644), the glorious period of Wu Yao, many artisans imitated literati. As the public
valued Wu, the social status of the artisans at the source of production changed, and
some of them entered the exclusive official group of the literati.

The American anthropologist Robert Redfield, in his study of rural Mexico, first
introduced the concept of “Great Tradition and Little Tradition” to illustrate the
existence of two different levels of cultural tradition in a complex society. The great
tradition refers to the elite culture in the city, which was formed by the upper class
and the literati. The little tradition refers to the public, especially the majority of
farmers in the countryside, which was mainly formed through oral transmission.?4¢
Robert’s analysis overemphasises the difference between the two traditions, placing
them on opposing cultural levels, arguing that little traditions are in a passive position

in the cultural system so that in the development of civilisation, rural areas are

246 Redfield, Robert. Peasant Society and Culture: An Anthropological Approach to Civilization. The University of
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inevitably replaced by cities. The concept of great and little traditions also applies to
the delicate and entangled relationship between groups of artisans and the literati. In
the art aesthetics of little traditions of artisans, the pursuit of harmony and balance
was manifest in daily life, while in the culture of the gentry of the great tradition, the
pursuit of harmony and balance was manifest in more abstract views of the universe
and the operation of the state and society. The literati emphasised abstract ethical
concepts, while the little tradition of artisans paid more attention to practical rituals.
To occupy the market, artisans wanted to cater to the aesthetics of the literati and
deliberately approached the standards of the literati in terms of cultural knowledge,
personality cultivation and life pursuit. The strong cultural guidance of the literati
influenced the outstanding part of the artisans group. In this process, the artisans’s
little tradition was influenced by the elite culture of the great tradition, but it did not
disappear. On the contrary, it adopted an open attitude to merge with the great
tradition in a kind of cultural creation, which was a bidirectional choice. There was no
so-called devouring of the countryside by the city.

Before the public valued luxury commodities, artisans engaged in traditional

handicraft production were opposed by high-class people such as the literati. For

example, a well-known literati named Han Feizi #3EF regarded artisans as vermin

who were parasitic on the agrarian society, profiting from farmers and corrupting the
foundations of society.?*” Han Feizi argued that farmers fed the country, and artisans
only worked to get money. Han Feizi also believed that the work of artisans was not
difficult or challenging. Wu was the work of the gods, who had already provided the
basis of Wu, and artisans were only required to present it faithfully. The gods created
beautiful objects that were useful for humans, and those who were skilled in their
craft recorded the process. Those who learned the production methods of their
predecessors could be called good artisans. All kinds of beautiful utensils made by
artisans came from the gods. The value of the labour of the craftsperson was denied.
In order to protect the privileges of the upper class, composed of the literati group and
nobles, the emperor imposed many restrictions on other members of society,
including artisans. In imperial China, artisans and merchants were of relatively low

social status, but the status of artisans was slightly higher than that of merchants.
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Once the status of the craftsmen was defined, not only were they forbidden to engage
in other industries, but their descendants had also to be craftsmen. The professional
skills of artisans were strictly limited to the daily utensils, beyond which the literati
regarded them as evil skills. The literati believed that artisans, out of commercial
interests, produced exquisite and complicated luxury products, which promoted the
frantic consumption of luxury goods and caused the public to chase a high level of
material life and put the country in trouble.?*8

In addition to the unrecognised labour value and the pursuit of commercial
profits, artisans’s participation in the production of fakes was also criticised, which,
in the opinion of the literati, was harmful to the art market. The literati believed that
artisans were to blame for the phenomenon of Wu Yao because artisans were
involved in the production and sale of forgeries, which had a negative effect on the art
market. In the Ming Dynasty, which was the glorious period of Wu Yao, economic
prosperity led to a rise in consumerism, which in turn led to the availability of more
luxury goods. Furthermore, the public invested more funds into the art market. The
market demand for artworks increased, and the prices of commodities were raised.
Tempted by the huge profits, some craftsmen counterfeited the artworks of previous
or contemporary famous artists and produced fakes that looked like real ones. To
forge paintings and calligraphy, the artisans would cover the original work with paper
or silk and copy its lines and pictures. Artisans might directly imitate the lines,
composition, and colours of famous artists. This method of forgery was more natural
than other approaches. Some craftsmen created original artworks using the signatures
of famous artists. In order for forgeries to be passed off as the real things, some
craftsmen cut off genuine inscriptions and attached them to the counterfeit versions.
Sometimes, they ground away the signature of the artist of the original work and
pretended it to be a masterpiece in order to increase its value. Famous painters often
gave their artworks to others as gifts. When they were older and unable to complete
such hard work, artists would hire artisans to finish their work. In addition to
paintings and calligraphy, some artisans were skilled at forging antiques and made a
lot of money. They had superb handicraft techniques, and it was difficult for the
public to distinguish what was genuine from what was not. For example, to

counterfeit the appearance of ancient bronze ware, a mixture of vinegar and sand
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powder was used to put on the new copperware. Until the surface turned brown,
lacquer or green, artisans soaked the utensils in water and then smoked them with the
burning straw. The next stage in the process was to make the utensils look less new.
Artisans used a brush and painted some red spots. The large number of forgeries
eventually occupied the art market. Collectors were afraid of buying forgeries and lost
their money, so they turned to trade more cautiously. The art market became sluggish
several times.

The first change was the collapse of the artisans’ system in the Ming Dynasty.
The artisans who were under government control began to have the freedom to create

more diverse products to meet the consumer market. In the beginning stage of the

Ming Dynasty, the founding emperor Zhu Yuanzhang “RJTIE followed the example

of the former Yuan Dynasty and introduced a system of craftsman registration. This
system was that the Ming government numbered the artisans and managed them
uniformly, forcing them to perform unpaid labour. Artisans living in the capital were
required to serve in the government for ten days a month. For artisans living outside
the capital, the government required all types of artisans to serve in shifts of four
years, three years, two years, or one year, depending on demand. Under this system,
artisans were burdened with heavy servitude but were able to have some private time
to work on their business, and they became semi-free craftsmen.

By the mid-Ming Dynasty, the semi-free service form could not actually be
fulfilled. The government severely squeezed artisans, and they were much less
motivated to produce, resulting in lower-quality finished products. Those who were
strictly required to work under the government’s regulations often had difficulty in
supporting their families. Artisans began to avoid forced labour, neglected their work,
and even fled. The government could not ensure that the country’s 230,000 craftsmen,
who were scattered throughout the provinces, arrived at the capital in the required

time.>* In 1485, the government promulgated a new policy known as the “pay fees

instead of national service #94R 4% It was stipulated that every artisan could pay

money if they did not want to go to the capital M TEEEHEBNE, B82S A

249 Chen Shiqi. Mind Guan Shou Gong Ye De Yan Jiu. Wuhan: Hubei People’s Press, 1958, 86.
122



MEHEBNE, %HIRE.2° Many craftsmen were willing to pay the fee to have

more free time.

The artisans who were severely criticised by the literati wanted to change their
evaluation of the upper classes. In order to cater to the literati aesthetic, artisans made
improvements to personal artworks. The literati, as the cultural elite, could influence
the market price of handicrafts. They believed that Wu was the carrier of the spiritual
world and emphasised spiritual expression beyond materials and techniques. The
literati preferred a more simple and natural style. In the meantime, artisans were long
bound by the government and followed strict rules. They lacked independent thought
about design and only wished to demonstrate their skills in the hope of being
rewarded. These intricately decorated artefacts could not meet the aesthetic standards
of the literati. In order to win the favour of the literati, artisans began to produce
works with exquisite craftsmanship and elegant taste, catering to their aesthetic taste.

Some craftsmen learned painting and poetry from the literati, improving their cultural

accomplishments. For example, Zhang Nanyuan 5KFg3E, a master gardener in the

Ming Dynasty, learned painting from the famous literati Dong Qichang EH & from

when he was a child. His superb painting skills would be of great help to his career.

He created a genre called Mountain Stacking &Ll Art. He used the artistic

conception of painting to design the garden, taking advantage of the natural terrain
and arranging the rockery in an undulating and varied manner. Around the rockery, he
planted unfading trees and bamboo. Ponds and ditches were built into natural sinuous
shapes. People could walk through the garden and associate the rockery with the

landscape.

Lu Zigang FfiFMX was a jade craftsman and good at designing all kinds of

hairpins, stationery utensils or small containers. His artworks imitated the style of
antiques, and many literati loved Zigang’s calligraphy in his artworks. Lu Zigang
also carved poems or rthymes on the utensils in calligraphy that were beautiful and

popular among the elite. It could also be seen that the literati influenced artisans in the

Xiu Shi Lu B3, the only surviving monograph on the lacquerwork in imperial
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China. The author consciously linked lacquer techniques with painting. For example,
the author believed that the thickness, sparseness and shade of sprinkled gold were
similar to the brush strokes used by the literati when painting clouds, stones, and
landscapes (see Figure 8.1).2°! The author introduced the craftsmanship of lacquer
but often imitated Confucian classics. This kind of writing style did not allow people
to have a deep understanding of lacquer tools and knowledge.

From the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220) to the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644),
commodity economies such as textile and silk-weaving continued to develop. The
knowledge and skills of production in various industries spread rapidly among the
public. With the expansion of the field of commodities, the market urgently needed
skilled artisans for technical exchanges. The methods of the inheritance of craftsman
skills were also gradually enriched. There were two main ways for artisans to learn
professional skills. One was to inherit the skills from elder members of the family.
This passage of skill inheritance was based on the patriarchal hierarchy of Confucian
culture, which was family-oriented and tied by blood. The patriarchal system and
priority protection of the wife’s first-born son’s succession allowed the transmission
of skills to take place first within the family. The inheritance of skills within the
family was relatively selfless, and many key technologies, such as key skills and
secret recipes, would all be passed on to the descendants of the family. Family
background became a more important factor than talent and character, which limited
some talented people who were born into the same family simply because they were
the offspring of their father’s concubine or not the eldest son. The inheritance rule of
skills in many families stipulated that skills were to be passed on to sons but not to
daughters. The families were afraid that daughters would bring skills into their
husband’s family after they got married. A certain skill was only passed down in a
certain family. The lack of skills exchanged with other artisans was not conducive to
the development of society and the craft industry in the long term.

The second type of vocational skill training was through the unrelated master and
apprentice system. The apprentice learned the master’s production work on site,
understood the basic context of the work and could perform simple auxiliary work.

Having gained a requisite skill proficiency, apprentices could start systematic work
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under the guidance of the master and gradually took on independent work. For
difficult and high-level techniques that were not easy for apprentices to grasp, the
masters often used a combination of language explanations, practical operations, and
specific demonstrations to teach skills.

In the Xia Dynasty (2070 BC-1600 BC), there was training and teaching of
primitive craft skills such as making stone tools, bone tools, bamboo utensils, wood
tools, pottery, textiles, house construction and vehicle manufacturing. From this point
onward, there was an expansion of the types and scale of training for artisans. The
government gathered skilled artisans across the country into the official workshops,

and those with unique skills were promoted as masters. Artisans even had special

textbooks, such as the Wood Classic written by Yu Hao Wil a famous construction
craftsman in the Song Dynasty (960-1279), Zi Ren Yi Zhi ¥ Ai& %l written by Xue
Jingshi E¥5 7, who has been engaged in the repair of textile machinery for a long
time, Ying Zao Fa Shi &i&3%3% compiled by the famous architect Li Jie ZFi#, and
Mirror History %85, a monograph on optical instruments written by a mirror

craftsman named Sun Yunqiu #HZ=EK. These textbooks were the systematic summary

of ancient Chinese science and technology, reflecting the progress of ancient
vocational and technical education. The artisans learned from each other, making the
official workshop a vocational school for training skilled workers. The official
workshop enabled the exchange and development of the families’ hereditary skills,
laying the foundation for future technical advancements.

During the period of Wu Yao, artisans with superb skills and the prestige that
accrued to them entered the official ranks and the national management class that
originally belonged to the literati. For instance, in the Ming Dynasty, it was common
for artisans to enter the civil service for many reasons. The government and the
emperors built cities, palaces, altars, mausoleums, and gardens on a large scale, which
required a great deal of human and material resources and also needed to improve
construction techniques and tools. Experienced artisans were more suitable to manage
the construction of buildings than the literati, who were skilled in poetry, painting and

calligraphy. Due to the need for the construction of buildings, the emperors of the
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Ming Dynasty frequently promoted craftsmen to become officials. For example, in
1607, 350 artisans were promoted to the inner palace to repair the palace. In addition
to the practical needs of constructing buildings, the government also needed to ease
the conflicts between the artisans and the ruling class. Artisans had long been
oppressed and unable to obtain equal rights. They even fled the country to escape the
unpaid labour imposed by the government. In 1451, the artisans who worked for the
military fled to Yunnan and joined with the local rebel soldiers and civilians. They
attacked the local treasure house and regained much looted, ill-gotten wealth. These
conflicts caused the emperors and governments to select artisans to enter the
bureaucratic class to alleviate the contradiction. The rewards for artisans were
temporary and depended on the preferences of the emperors. In fact, the artisans who
were rewarded and promoted did not enjoy the same treatment as the literati.

At the same time, the artisans harmed the vested interests of the bureaucrats and
the literati, which aroused their fierce opposition and crazy attacks. In historical

documents, the literati questioned the legitimacy of the craftsman-official group

several times. In 1487, many artisans were demoted. One of the craftsmen, Xu Gao #&

2R, who had the highest official position, was also attacked and framed by his political

opponents. The literati accused Xu Gao of embezzling government funding when he
supervised the construction of the embankment. The artisans were a heterogeneous
group from the perspective of the literati. It was difficult for the artisans to change
their social status using their professional skills.

As can be seen from the above, the career advancement of artisans was heavily
hindered by the literati. The literati excluded artisans from the bureaucratic class, but
the literati did not refrain from associating with the artisans. For example, the literati
and artisans would cooperate in designing furniture, but this did not mean that the two
groups had the same design vision. The literati focused on the aesthetic realm and
cultural connotation in design, emphasising the spiritual expression beyond material

and technology, which was evident in furniture designed by the literati in the Ming

Dynasty. The literati emphasised a sense of order, and they liked furniture with

symmetrical designs, such as Taishi chairs A fi#§, official hat chairs and screen flat-

top tables (see Figure 8.2—8.3). The literati also liked hollowed-out designs, such as

the decorative parts of tables and chairs, which made the furniture more delicate (see
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Figure 8.4). In the meantime, the literati believed that designers should retain the
natural beauty of the material without excessive crafting, just like a gentleman should
keep his nature. In the use of furniture materials, the literati tried to preserve the
natural texture of wood without decorating it with lacquer. The artisans paid more
attention to technical research and ignored theoretical systems.

In response to such difference, the literati adopted a method of “assisting
craftsmen into the literati”, attempting to incorporate the art of craftsmanship into the
discourse and spiritual world of the literati. In the opinion of the literati, the artisans’s
experience had its value, but it was only through the interpretation and enhancement
of the literati that the value could be effectively brought out. The literati appreciated

and affirmed some artisans who had creative thinking and believed that these artisans

had surpassed ordinary handicraftsmen. Zhou Gaoqi & #2 wrote the book
Yangxian Teapot Series FAZRZE LR to evaluate the design and production of

teapots. Zhou listed the craftsman Xu Youquan #RZ R as a great artist because of

his ingenuity. Xu Youquan designed teapots in various styles, such as lotus flower
shapes, banana leaf shapes and goose egg shapes. The colours of mud used in making
teapots were also very diverse, including begonia red, cinnabar purple, Ding kiln
white, cold golden yellow, light ink black, sunken incense black, water turquoise
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green, durian yellow and amber yellow.=“ In a letter to a friend, the literati named Xu

Juyuan fREJR discussed the artisans who made pottery, ink, jade and engraved

seals alongside the literati artists, recognising their outstanding achievements and
reflecting the fact that the division between literati artists and artisans was no longer
obvious.

The literati also appreciated the artisans who possessed unique skills but enjoyed

a simple life and believed that those artisans had the characters of the literati. For
example, according to records, Shi Dabin B X#Z, who was good at making teapots,
often wore clothes similar to the literati’s, and his workmanship was excellent. He

liked to drink. When working, he stayed behind closed doors for several days. After
selling the teapot, he drank with the farmers. He did not pursue high prices for his

22 (Ming) Zhou Gaoqi A& . Yang Xian Ming Hu Xi PAZRZE I R. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2012,
40-42.
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artworks, as long as they were enough for him to afford daily life. The literati
appreciated Shi Dabin because he wore simple clothes and enjoyed drinking. He had a
true temper and did not care about the profits of his artworks. Shi Dabin would
destroy his unsatisfied artworks immediately and sometimes left nothing, revealing an
almost strict self-requirement. This demanding and perfect attitude towards artworks
was very similar to the literati’s painstaking efforts before writing poems and

compositions, which could easily arouse their approval.

Another example is Hao Shijiu &+ 1, a porcelain craftsman. He could make

wonderful porcelain, was not greedy for money, and still lived a very frugal life.

Many other artisans had superb craftsmanship but did not care about the price of their

work, such as Pu Zhonggian J{Hi#k. He carved bamboo with a knife and a brush,

and the bamboo pieces were only square inches. He carved the bamboo pieces with a
knife several times, and the value was immediately doubled. What he liked most was
intertwined bamboo because he did not need to cut it with a knife or an axe. Pu
Zhonggian became famous, and if someone could get his signature and inscription on
calligraphy, painting and sculpture works of art, the price of the commodity would be
higher. Dozens of people had benefited from his artworks. However, Zhonggian was
still poor because he did not care about money. If the nobility used power to
overwhelm him and tempted him with profit, he would refuse to give his artworks to
the noble.?>* The literati argued that Pu Zhonggian was an artist but not a craftsman
because he had the qualities of the literati. From these records, some craftsmen
showed a noble literati quality, both in the way they dressed and socialised and in
their attitude to money and profit. This similarity in behaviour suggested that artisans
were already close to the literati in spiritual temperament, and their self-identification
might be more inclined to the literati than artisans.

Artisans with exquisite craftsmanship could enhance their social reputation and

be respected by the literati. One of the literati, Yuan Hongdao = %8, argued that

people’s preferences were always changing, and even tiny objects could have an
illustrious reputation. People all knew some well-known utensils, such as the bronze

ware cast by Wang Ji £ and Lady Jiang ZIRF, the musical instruments made

253 (Ming) Zhang Dai 3K1§. Tao An Meng Yi PJFEZZ. Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 2001, 20.
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by Lei Wen F& X and Zhang Yue 3K, the porcelain unearthed from the kilns of Ge
BE and Dong EZ, and the lacquer ware made by Zhang Cheng 5K fX, Yang Mao

7% and Peng Junbao & E. These utensils were played with and admired by the

literati for many years, valuing them as much as the poetry, calligraphy and paintings.
There were many famous celebrities in the era of these utensils, but the names of

celebrities were all lost in the past, and the names of the artisans who made the

utensils were immortal S FEAE , BR/DEEBSER. HiWEE. =R
T, BENEX, k¥ , ERNTE, BEE , FRUKK, 9K, EBEE, K
AN, TRRETME , BIFEHE, SRNNXASTRLNEE | BKik—at

., THERSZD  MEEZA , MBTH5.2* According to their own aesthetic
judgement, some enlightened literati incorporated the craftsman’s skill into the

literati’s value system. Zhang Dai 5§ wrote in his book and argued that any skill

and art could be possible at the highest level tt A—H—2 , B ERIEER 2 E.

The literati’s high evaluation of artisans gave them a relatively equal social status to
their values, which helped the literati to eliminate the last psychological barrier to
interaction between the high-rank literati and the low-rank artisans.

The Wu Yao phenomenon represented a new form of social life and interest, and
with the development of society, the previously clear boundaries between literati,
merchants and artisans became increasingly blurred. It was not the materiality of
“Wu” itself that gave meaning to Wu and its creator, but the literati that still held
social and cultural power. Only those artisans who took the initiative to cater to the
literati and imitated the literati’s aesthetic tastes and lifestyles could gain positive
evaluation and recognition. During the entire Wu Yao process, the artisans showed a

tendency to become more and more literati.

234 (Ming) Yuan Hongdao R ZI&. Translated by Qian Bocheng. Yuan Hongdao Ji Jian Jiao REABEER.

Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 2008, 730-31.
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Chapter Nine: The Changing Hierarchical Society Behind
Ming Wu Yao

From the pre-Qin Dynasty(220 BC) to the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220), the
literati connected Wu to the fate of their country. The literati believed that unusual
phenomena were the will of Heaven, which warned emperors to pay attention to their
virtue and regulation. From the Han Dynasty to the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644),
based on the discipline of the ritual and cultural model, the literati named novelty
daily utensils “Yao”, applying the judgement of Wu Yao to maintain hierarchical
order and class. The literati might not be disgusted by luxury life and exquisite
products. However, as defenders of hierarchy, the literati knew that material resources
never existed in isolation but were closely related to national politics, social order,
and even the rise and fall of a country. What made the literati uncomfortable was not
only extravagant consumption and arrogance from ordinary people but also the hidden
social issues behind the phenomenon of Wu Yao. The literati expressed their concerns
about the country's development by criticising material desires among ordinary
people. It is worth examining the changing hierarchical society behind Ming Wu Yao
and helpful to understand why the literati became anxious about a materialistic
society. In this chapter, we can see how material prosperity destroyed the hierarchical

order of imperial China.

The Challenges of the Literati

To quote the Japanese scholar Miyazaki Ichida, the first category of literati refers
to those having official experience, including serving officials and retired gentlemen.

In contrast, the second category refers to those who had not yet been appointed as

officials but had passed the imperial examinations, including Ju Ren # A, Jian

Sheng W54 and Sheng Yuan 4 5. For the sake of maintaining the purity of the

class, intermarriage was strictly prohibited. As mentioned before, it was difficult for
ordinary people, such as craftsmen and merchants, to integrate into this class.
Moreover, as the term suggests, the literati had access to all kinds of knowledge and

moral norms that were out of the hands of the lower classes, irrespective of their
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claims to social mobility. Regarding status, the literati were between the ruler and the
ruled, with the emperors above and the ordinary people below. They served the
emperors and depended on the higher classes, the imperial nobility, from whom they
derived power and benefit. The literati’s special position made them the imperial
domination’s ruling tool. As long as it did not conflict with the imperial power, the
emperors took a deliberately tolerant and permissive attitude towards them, allowing
them to enjoy privileges that distinguished them from ordinary people. For example,
in the Ming Dynasty, the literati were allowed to keep slaves, whereas ordinary
people were forbidden to do so. They also enjoyed educational privileges based on the
rank and position of their family. The literati could also be exempted from some
taxes, such as land tax, and the higher their rank was, the more exemptions, the fewer
land taxes they had to pay. Unsurprisingly, the literati, who enjoyed all kinds of
privileges, hoped to preserve the status quo to maintain their vested interests and
opposed any social change threatening their well-being. However, the luxury
consumption and extravagance of the low-class people impacted the literati in the
Ming Dynasty. The literati recognised that wealthy merchants enhanced their status
through commodity trade and other ways, which made the literati feel that their high-
class priority was threatened. The changing identity of the literati was related to the
development of politics, economy, and social structure at that time.

The challenge the literati faced in the Ming Dynasty was a demanding career
environment. The first was the difficult imperial examinations. In the Ming and Qing

dynasties, literati seeking a political career had to pass imperial examinations. The
examinations had four levels: Yuan Examination P%i#, Province Examination £ i,
National Examination 2215, and Palace Examination EXiz\. Before taking the imperial

examinations, the literati needed to pass the Tongsheng status examinations.

Tongsheng &4, which sounded like “children,” was an entry-level status. Many

literati could not progress beyond this level and were mocked as “old Tongsheng”.

Advancement through the Yuan Examination, Province Examination, National
Examination, and Palace Examination led to changing identities as “Shengyuan 4
R, “Juren 2 A", “Gongsheng T14” and “Jinshi # . According to the imperial

examination system, obtaining the status of Juren qualified a literati to become an
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official. Those who passed the Palace Examination and achieved the status of Jinshi
had better career prospects than Juren.

Yu Yingshi, an American historian, argues that China’s population increased
several times from the beginning of the Ming Dynasty to the middle of the 19th
century. The number of people taking part in the imperial examinations increased
several times, while the number of candidates being admitted did not increase
correspondingly. As a result, the chances of being successful in the examinations

naturally became smaller and smaller.?>> According to statistics compiled by Wen

Zhengming X#BA (1470-1559), the proportion of the literati who succeeded in the

imperial examination was about 3%.2°° Gu Yanwu JBU# E(1613-1682) surmised

that there were approximately 500,000 students in the Ming Dynasty, and only 200 to
300 were admitted to pass the imperial examination held every three years. Even after
30 years, only 2,000 to 3,000 students were admitted. The actual admission rate was
probably even lower. For instance, the Province Examination, which was held every
three years to select Ju Ren, was fiercest and had the lowest acceptance rate.
According to an estimate by Ichisada Miyazaki, the acceptance rate in the Ming

Dynasty and the Qing Dynasty was about 1% for the examination from a Sheng Yuan

4 B (scholar preparing for imperial examinations) to a Ju Ren # A. The chance of

becoming a Jinshi ¥ £ (successful candidate in the highest imperial examination)

was about 1 in 3,000. From the beginning to the mid-Ming period, the acceptance rate

for the triennial provincial examination dropped from 5% to 4%.2°7 In 1594, the
minister named Sun Piyang #h A formulated the selection method of drawing lots
to eliminate the cabinet’s interference with ministry power and bribery. Such an

extremely irresponsible way made many literati doubt their future careers.?’® What

was even more troubling was that apart from the relatively fair imperial examinations,

255 Ying-Shih Yu. The Religious Ethic and Mercantile Spirit in Early Modern China. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2021, 141.

2% (Ming) Wen Zhengming X8 BA. Wen Zhengming Ji X BA%E, Volume 25. Shanghai Classics Publishing

House, 1987, 583.
257 Ichisada Miyazaki. Translated by Conrad Schirokauer. China’s Examination Hell: The Civil Service
Examinations of Imperial China, Boulder: Shambhala Publications, 1976, 121-122.

258 (Qing) Zhang Tingyu KZEE Ming Shi Bi%. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,1974, 5900-5905.
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there was another method designed for rich families, the donation system 3844l .

Donate 130 taels of silver B to the court, and a man could be a Sheng Yuan 4 7 .25

The wealthy class was able to easily enjoy political status through this donation
system, which threatened the literati class.
Did the literati, lucky to pass the imperial examinations and get official positions,

realise their political aspirations? Unfortunately, they might be in one of the harshest

political dynasties in Chinese history. From 1385 to 1397, Zhu Yuanzhang R JTIZ,

the first Ming emperor, issued four consecutive announcements called Da Gao K if.

The announcements listed ten major crimes committed by the literati, and being a
literati unwilling to serve the emperor was one of the crimes. The literati were forced
to be officials and deprived of their freedom. Zhu Yuanzhang also concentrated all
administrative power, judicial power, and personnel appointment and dismissal
powers in his own hands. The duty of the literati was limited to working according to
the emperors’ orders, and the literati’s political independence was lost. In addition to
the announcements, in the four primary cases of the Ming Dynasty, the Hu Weiyong
Case (1380), Lan Yu Case (1393), Guo Huan Case (1385) and the Empty Seal Case
(1376 and 1382), many literati were implicated and innocently imprisoned. The
literati were afraid of working for emperors but had to submit, which made them
fearful and anxious. The Ming Dynasty might not be perfect for the literati to realise

their ideals.

The Unfair Income and Changing Social Order

Another essential concern of the literati was that their legal salary could not
afford daily life, social interaction and hobbies. The Ming official salary system was

promulgated in 1392 and continued throughout the Ming Dynasty. The annual salary

of a first-rank official was 1044 Shi 4 of corn (one Shi is about 120 kilograms). The

lowest was the ninth-rank official, whose annual salary was 60 Shi of corn.?° In the

259 (Ming) Lu Renlong B AZ. Xing Shiyan BF, Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 1992, 1027.

200 (Qing) Zhang Tingyu KX X .Ming Shi BA5E. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1974, 1741.
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late 14th century, officials’ salary was paid partly in Bao Chao E4%> (a type of paper

money in the Ming Dynasty) and partly still in corn. By the 15th century, salaries
were paid in the form of silk, cotton, pepper and sappan. There were regulations on
the proportion of goods to be used in lieu of salaries. For officials above the fourth-
rank, the ratio of salary paid in paper money reached or exceeded 50%, while for
officials below the fourth-rank, the ratio was lower or even all paid in the form of
goods. In 1434, when officials’ salaries were paid in goods, they actually received 4%
of what they were supposed to have received.?®! In 1432, even the clothes received in
the spoils store were given to officials as their salary, and in 1472, a bean that could

t 262

only be fed to horses was also used as a salary paymen For example, the income

of Quan Jiging UK, a seventh-rank official, was about 27 taels of silver every

year, but the banknotes he received as his annual salary were about four Liang. In the

late Ming Dynasty, per capita food consumption was about 5.5 Shi £ per year.

There was also the need for rice, oil, salt, vinegar and tea, as well as the consumption
of clothing and utensils. A man needed at least six Liang per year to survive. A
seventh-rank official’s salary could not cover his family members’ and servants’ daily
consumption, not to mention that many literati liked collecting antiques.

The literati felt anxious about their low legal incomes and poor lives. What made
the literati more dissatisfied was that with the prosperity of the commodity market, the
industrial and commercial class, who were initially in a low position, made money
and increased their income. The standard of living of some wealthy merchants was
comparable to, or even better than, that of the literati class. For instance, commercial
agriculture developed well in the Jiangnan region, including rice, cotton, ramie,
mulberry, tea tree, bamboo, fruits and vegetables. The handicraft industry made good
progress in cotton spinning, silk-weaving, winemaking, oil pressing, paper-making,
printing, dressing, tool manufacturing, construction materials and shipbuilding. The
commodity market developed rapidly, and many industrial and commercial towns
appeared. The diversified economy enabled the Jiangnan region to maintain a high

standard of living. For example, there were many particularities in the daily oils used

261 (Ming) Shen Shixing ERBY1T., et al. Ming Hui Dian B4 B8, Volume 39, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,
1989, 282.

262 Tbid., 282.
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by residents. Pork oil was used for cooking. Sesame oil was used occasionally.
Soybean oil was used for fasting days and lighting candles, and hair oil for women
when they made up was made especially for the task.?®> Market traders and artisans’s
income and daily living standards were also close to low-rank officials. A butcher’s
annual income was 40 taels of silver, which was close to the salary of the seventh-
rank officials. Drink stall vendors earned 20 taels of silver a year, not to mention other
wealthy merchants.?* In contrast, if the literati only relied on legal salaries without
other sources of income, including support from family, relatives, and friends, their
lives would be difficult, and becoming an official would not be a great choice.

The income of ordinary people was already higher than that of many officials,
not to mention wealthy business people. The rich merchants of the Ming Dynasty
mainly included prominent business people, big workshop owners, and loan sharks,
who only accounted for a small proportion of the total urban population. From 1573
to 1620, the number of shops in Beijing was approximately 30,809.26> Wealthy
merchants earned much money in a society filled with material desires. From
emperors and nobles to ordinary city dwellers, there was a great demand for all kinds
of luxury goods, jewellery, expensive spices, embroidery and other handicrafts. In

response to the demands, merchants operated related industries. For example, the

vases made by famous artists Gong Chun 2% and Shi Dabin BY KX# and the tin

utensils made by Zhao Liangbi #X R E were worth thousands of dollars. Nobility

snapped them up, and merchants took the opportunity to raise prices. The merchants’
jewellery industry was also one of the most profitable industries. People spent much
money on jewellery to demonstrate their nobility or to please their powerful bosses.
The emperor favoured a concubine, whose family name was Wan. Liang Fang, a
eunuch, received favours and rewards by donating jewellery to the concubine, which
many people imitated. The wealthy business people then tried their best to raise the

price of gemstones. A piece of emerald weighing four or five taels and a cat-eye

263 (Ming) Anon. Wu Cheng Xian Zhi S22 &, Volume 4, Beijing: National Library China Publishing House,
2006, 302.
264 (Ming) Shen Bang JL#E. Wan Shu Za Ji 3882%12, Volume 3, Volume 6. Beijing Ancient Book Publishing
House, 1982, 24-26, 50-51.
265 1bid., Wan Shu Za Ji 58F#<1E, Volume 13, 103-119.
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gemstone as big as a finger were worth thousands of tael of gold.?®® The merchants’
profits were often as much as ten or even a hundred or a thousand times. The average
amount spent on jewellery purchases in the Ming Dynasty was about one million taels
of silver g a year in 1586, 1599 and 1600. From market traders to wealthy business
people, some of them laughed at the literati due to the literati’s low income, wantonly
trampling on the literati’s dignity. The literati had to worry about their future. The
economic and living disadvantages forced the literati class to look for new ways to
survive.

In Capital, Karl Marx argues that trade always has, to a greater or lesser degree,
a solvent effect on the pre-existing organisation of production, which in all their
various forms are principally oriented to use-value. However, how far it leads to the
dissolution of the old mode of production depends first and foremost on the solidity
and inner articulation of this mode of production itself. The old hierarchical order
began to disintegrate as money became more attractive to people than power.
Commerce and commodity production gradually destroyed the closed and solidified
natural economic structure in imperial China, breaking the policies and customs of

ignoring merchants.¢”

In the Ming Dynasty, with the development of commodity
trade and the demand for material desires, new social problems emerged, and class
boundaries began to blur. The relationship between merchants and the literati became
very close, and merchants rose to a higher status in society’s value system. The
traditional order of the literati, farmers, artisans and merchants transformed into a new
order of the literati, merchants, farmers, and artisans. As mentioned in Chapter Eight,
the communication between the literati and artisans became more frequent. The
literati guided and inspired artisans, and they customised many handicrafts, which
influenced the creative style of some craftsmen.

The literati also actively participated in commercial activities. The literati used to
criticise people who devoted themselves to commercial trade and chasing material
desires, but now they also began to take part in it. The literati chose the cultural field

they were more familiar with and earned much money through cultural products. The

affluence of life increased demand for cultural products as urban dwellers demanded a

206 (Ming) Jiang Yikui & —2&. Changan Ke Hua &% 1&, Volume 2. Beijing Ancient Book Publishing House,
1982, 36.
267 Marx Karl, Ben Fowkes, Ernest Mandel. Capital Volume 1 A Critique of Political Econonty. London: Pelican
Books, 1976, 449.
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higher quality of life and valued the establishment of a humanistic aesthetic. With the
increasing demands for books among civilians, many junior literati set up workshops

to publish books, made plans for bookshops, edited manuscripts and engaged in

commercial writing. Deng Zhimu JR&IR, Wang Shimao E 7%, Wang Tun EJZ,
Xu Yizhong #FLAE, Lu Yunlong B =, Xiong Damu B&€ KK and Yu Xiangdou

SRR were typical representatives. Some of the literati failed the imperial

examinations repeatedly, and some were lucky enough to become junior officials.
They were forced to compose or compile many novels or popular books to get paid. In
addition to the junior literati, the senior literati working in the government also joined

in the composition of popular literature in the middle and late Ming Dynasty, such as

Tang Xianzu ;%% #H, who composed a large number of operas, and Feng Menglong
BB, who compiled Three Words and Two Pieces =& =38, The History of Love

1§ 5% and many anthologies of folk songs. The bookshops competed to publish the

works the literati reviewed. The participation of the literati further expanded the

spread of popular literature.

“Bang Xian”

In the Ming Dynasty, behind the phenomena of Wu Yao, in addition to the
destruction of the hierarchical order, another social issue was substantial
unemployment. Commercialisation and urbanisation directly led to a large rural
population flowing into the city, which in turn led to the gathering of unemployed

people. Some unemployed people started to serve the powerful and wealthy classes

and were known as Bang Xian # . Some literati who failed the imperial

examination had to work for the wealthy business class or the powerful for survival
and became members of Bang Xian. Among them were some special female Bang
Xian. Bang Xian were generally men but also included a portion of career women. In
the Ming Dynasty, ordinary people indulged in comfort, were greedy for pleasure, and

pursued the release and satisfaction of material desires, which provided conditions for
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the growth of the Bang Xian group. Some of Bang Xian were of bad character and
may engage in illegal activity.

The origin of Bang Xian can be traced back to the Spring and Autumn period
(770 BC—476 BC). The great social turmoil and frequent regime changes in countries
caused princes, ministers, officials, and powerful families to cultivate talents to

expand their power and realise political ambitions, even at the expense of all their

property. Lord Mengchang &%, Lord Xinling {§F&, Lord Pingyuan & and
Lord Chunshen & could be regarded as representative figures among them. In the
Ming Dynasty, Bang Xian #Ff was divided into four categories.

The first category was Qingke &% . Qingke were generally well-educated and

usually worked in a wealthy family. This group was mainly the literati, with a higher
status among the Bang Xian groups. The literati were not always financially rewarded
for their involvement in commercial activities, and some were forced to work for the
rich people to increase their income. Rich and powerful people indulged in ease,
sought pleasure, and pursued the satisfaction of lust, which provided job opportunities
for these literati. The noble and wealthy merchants had nothing to do all day, and they
would hire some poor literati to pass the time in their company. These literati were
originally scholars, but because their official careers were not promising, they had to
rely on what they had learned to provide service to rich people. A qualified Qingke
needed to have good literacy and superb painting and calligraphy skills. He was
expected to drink well, sing well, be good at composing poems, and play chess and
card games. At that time, someone made up a rhyme to describe those literati, “A
good character, second-class talent, three catties of wine, clothes for four seasons, five
pieces of chess, six lines of Kunqu operas, seven words making a poem, eight cards,
nine ranks, perfect character.” Their main task was to solve problems for officials,
wealthy merchants, and young men from affluent families. Sometimes, these literati
relied on their wit to help their hosts avoid some embarrassment. For example, there
was a wealthy salt merchant without an excellent educational background, but he
pretended to be an elegant man who was good at writing poetry. At a party, the
merchant composed a poem describing the white catkins and red ones, making guests

laugh. When the salt merchant was very embarrassed, one of the literati defended him
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and argued that the poem’s last line should be that the setting sun shines in the peach
garden, so the catkins would be turned red by the sunset.
Qingke formed a rather large group during the Ming Dynasty, and there were

even special shops offering the service of renting Qingke. According to Dou Peng

Gossip ZHARE compiled by Ai Na 34, the shops were usually equipped with

study rooms, tea sets, flower pots, couch beds, stoves, and bamboo tables and so on.
The shops were small and divided into two areas, with customers lining up in the
waiting area, waiting to pick up Qingke. The proliferation and endless supply of these
Qingke were signs of the decay of the society, proof of the society’s pursuit of a
comfortable life, and a derivative of the phenomenon of Wu Yao. As a kind of
“rogue” literati, their daily outfit was very different from ordinary literati. In Dou
Peng Gossip, Qingke used to wear a maned hat, but it did not look elegant. If they
wore a top hat and wide robe, it did not match their identity and would attract ridicule
from other high-status literati. They had to change their dress and decided to wear
more miniature hats, a green and old “Paddy Field” robe (made of different fabrics,

shaped like a paddy field), and a pair of straw sandals to act as gentlemen.?¢8
The second category of Bang Xian was called “Pei Bai Xiang B H#H.” Pei Bai
Xiang was a word in the dialect of the Wu language area, which originally meant to

play like a child. The main job of these men was to accompany their employers and

act as tour guides. Sometimes, they designed traps to cheat their employers and

defraud money. The third Bang Xian category was “Dao She JJ%%” or “Sher # L.

These characters often appeared in trading situations. They generally had excellent

communication and social skills and acted as agents between buyers and sellers,

earning rewards. The fourth category with the lowest status, “Si Bo " or “idle

person FRIEYJL”, had neither talent nor ability to engage in business. They could only

rely on the rich and powerful, earning rewards by carrying favour with rich people.
This category of Bang Xian often appeared in big hotels, parties, and banquet venues.
During the middle and late Ming Dynasty, ordinary people faced heavy taxes

imposed by the emperors and the government. As a result, many farmers moved to

268 (Qing) Ai Na Ju Shi X#E L. Dou Peng Xian Hua ZHF %, Volume 10, Shanghai Classics Publishing

House, 1994, 311.
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cities with prosperous economies to seek employment. However, cities had limited
capacity to accommodate the growing population, leading to high unemployment
rates and some of the unemployed being reduced to “Bang Xian”. Meanwhile, the
literati and wealthy promoted luxury, while ordinary people also pursued expensive
goods and novelties. In order to maintain a high level of consumption, every family
member, including homemakers, had to work to increase their income. The heavy tax
burden and high costs of living forced women from lower classes and low-income
families to seek work outside the home.

Additionally, upper-class women, restricted by ethics, strongly desired to explore

the outside world, creating a market for female Bang Xian. This type of woman was

called San Gu Liu Po =752, including Buddhist nun fE##, Taoist nun &%,
Gua Gu #Mi, YaPo TF#, Mei Po #2, Shi Po M2, Zhai Po B2, YaoPo %

# and Wen Po 22 2% Buddhist nuns talked about Buddhist scriptures to noble

women. They also looked for spells and prescriptions to aid in childbirth for women.
Taoist nuns were female Taoist priests. Gua Gu were divination women. They
required the person asking for help to inform their birthday and Chinese zodiac for
divination. Ya Po referred to female agents whose job was to introduce domestic
labour or buy and sell poor people to rich families as slaves. These women were
usually eloquent and had a good sense of humour. If some ladies felt lonely, they
would think of Ya Po and hire a Ya Po to give them company. Mei Po was a female
matchmaker, which was a part-time job for some women in the Ming Dynasty. Wen
Po referred to female midwives, and Shi Po were sorceresses. Zhai Po was a female
brothel keeper who regulated prostitutes. Yao Po referred to female doctors who
usually treated women.

In the literature of the Ming Dynasty, the portrayal of female Bang Xian was
primarily negative. These women, who were often older and more experienced, were
often depicted as gossipy and deceitful. Some Mei Po would even lie to make money,
such as in the case of Mr Zhang, a man over 60 who wanted to marry a younger
woman of equal social status. Two matchmakers, Mei Po Zhang and Li, falsely

claimed that Mr Zhang was 40 years old to secure a larger commission, and the young

209 Yi Ruolan. San Gu Liu Po =3%75%, Shanghai : Zhongxi Book Company, 2019, 51-100.
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bride only found out the truth on their wedding night.?’° The Zhai Po also possessed
exceptional eloquence. In the novel Jin Ping Mei, Liu Si Ma ran a brothel and relied
on prostitutes to make a living. She needed to attract customers and deceive and
appease the prostitutes in her brothel, so she was skilled at speaking eloquently. Nuns
were expected to be pure individuals in Buddhism, but some literati believed they
were accustomed to flattering the women in the backyard with sweet words. There
were frequent accounts of nuns seducing honourable women. For instance, Nun Zhao
was tasked by Bu Liang to devise a plan to trick and assault a woman named Wu. The
group of Ya Po often facilitated illicit relationships, either by selling women or
orchestrating connections between men and women. Xue Po was a prime example of
this. After receiving 100 taels of silver and ten taels of gold from a man, she went to
great lengths to befriend a woman named Wang, betraying Wang’s trust and
persuading her, a moral and upstanding woman, to engage in an affair.?’! When
selling embroidery, jewellery, and other items to ladies, the Yao Po group sometimes
took advantage of their proximity to engage in illegal activities. To make more
money, some of these saleswomen would secretly sell abortion drugs to young
women who accidentally became pregnant.

These female Bang Xian were not only the agents between ladies but sometimes
even played essential roles on special occasions, such as giving or accepting bribes.
Since the various actions of these women were relatively secretive and did not
directly conflict with the ruling class, they lacked official institutional control, and it
was not easy to manage female Bang Xian. The literati were concerned that these
women could directly communicate with their daughters and wives, which was not
permitted under the strict etiquette of the time. Men were not allowed to enter
women’s living spaces freely. As a result, the literati and other men could not
supervise the actions of these female Bang Xian and formed biased opinions about
them. They believed that female Bang Xian encouraged women to behave deceitfully
in the inner chambers. Additionally, female Bang Xian were criticised for passing on
social information to upper-class women, subtly influencing them with their words

and actions. These women and young ladies were exposed to new perspectives of the
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outside world, inspiring them to pursue their desires and seek meaningful
relationships rather than being confined to their homes. This was seen as a departure
from traditional ethics and morals, posing a significant threat to women’s traditional
virtues and norms as defined by the male-dominated society of the time.

In the Ming society behind the phenomenon of Wu Yao, we can see that due to
income inequality, the old hierarchical order gradually collapsed, the status of the
original low-class people improved, and the status of some high-class literati fell. At
the same time, the emergence of a large number of Bang Xian parasites on the rich
and powerful was also one of the signs of the decline of Chinese society. It was

evidence that the country was greedy for comfort and indulgence.
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Chapter Ten: Crimes Behind the Ming Wu Yao

During the Ming Dynasty, the state and government’s authority was weakened as
the commodity economy developed, breaking the traditional hierarchy. Ordinary
people started ignoring the sumptuary laws and did not adhere to their social status
when consuming. Lower-class individuals began living luxuriously and pursuing
expensive and novel items, which was known as the Wu Yao phenomenon. As social
moral concepts changed and norms were chaotic, some lower-class individuals
became greedy and resorted to fraudulent means to make money. Additionally, there

were cases of occupational crimes among upper-class officials.

Lower Class Crimes

During the early period of the Ming Dynasty, after the war at the end of the Yuan
Dynasty, the farmlands were barren. Many unruly farmers who had lost their land
became lazy and often wandered around towns and villages, becoming a severe
problem for social security. As mentioned in Chapter Nine, many unemployed people
gathered with the expansion of cities and growing populations. They found it difficult
to get legitimate jobs and could only make a living by committing crimes such as
violent robbery or fraud. The rise of public interest in luxurious, new and expensive

items and wealth increased people’s desire for more, which led to various crimes

among lower-class groups. In the Du Pian New Book ¥3m#735, a public case novel

published at the end of the 16th and beginning of the 17th centuries, the stories were
based on real cases and involved 24 types of fraud. Due to the high number of
criminal cases, instructional manuals were created to help people identify fraud and
avoid deception.

The first type of crime among the lower class was the trafficking of human

beings and the forced prostitution of women. During the Zhengtong period (1436—

1449), there were some men called “La Hu BlU%” . They would buy some women

and claim to take them in as adopted daughters, concubines or maids. Unfortunately,

some individuals either pressured or lured women into selling their bodies and
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engaging in extramarital affairs for financial gain. In some military or civilian
households, excessive pursuit of luxury led to bankruptcy. In such dire circumstances,
the male head of the family resorted to selling his wife and concubines, forcing them
into prostitution, or allowing female family members to dress as prostitutes to cater to
high-ranking officials and wealthy merchants.?’?> During the Wanli period (1573—
1620), unemployed men in Beijing not only committed crimes but also dared to
threaten officials. A memorial submitted by Minister Zheng Rui reported a criminal
gang led by Han Chaochen in the city known as the “Ten Tigers”. The gang abused
vulnerable civilians, robbed their wives and daughters, and committed various crimes,
including kidnapping and robbery. In one instance, the gang kidnapped a man’s
concubine and maid and stole jewellery and money. They also murdered Ren’s
mother, sold Ren for 50 taels of silver, and took over her house.?”?

In economically affluent areas, particularly Suzhou and Songjiang, a group of

unemployed men skilled in carrying out acts of revenge for individuals emerged.

They were known as “Hitting Hands 3T ¥ or “Qing Hands & F”, and their guild

was called “Hitting Guild ¥T97”. These individuals came from a diverse group of

unemployed rural labourers, temporary civilian armed groups enlisted by the Ming
government to combat pirates, and local young people. The gangs followed secret
organisational rules. To join a gang, one needed to participate in ceremonies such as
swearing blood oaths and signing alliance letters. The gangs were divided into several
teams, each with its area of operation, and operated within these areas according to
specific rules.?’”* These ruthless criminal gangs used diamond hoops, iron fists, iron
tiger claws, flying tiger sticks, iron rulers, iron claws and iron spikes as their tools of
crime. The gang members shared techniques for inflicting non-lethal but severe
injuries on their victims. They used to hit the chest, ribs, abdomen, waist and back,
causing the victims to die three months to a year later. Since the victim’s date of death

was delayed, the family could not sue for murder, allowing the assailants to escape

272 (Ming) Dai Jin Ei#. Translated by Yang Yifan. Huang Ming Tiao Fa Shi Lei Zuan 2PA%ZREERE.
Beijing: China Science Publishing Media, 1994, 726-729.
273 (Ming) Zheng Rui #B%i. Bo Zhong Jian Tai Shu Cao {BPIRE BRE, Cong Shu Ji Cheng Xin Bian MFEEFK

FT48, Volume 31. Taipei: Xinwenfeng Publishing House, 1985, 371-72.

274 (Ming) Fan Lian SE.Yun Jian Ju Mu Chao Z=RI#EB . Taipei: Xin Xing Book Company, 1962, 2631

2632.
144



prosecution easily. These thugs even cooperated with the high-class literati. Dong

Qichang EH &, a well-known calligrapher and painter, had collaborated with

criminal groups. Historical records indicate that he used these rogue forces to cheat
and harm low-income families. In 1616, Dong Qichang, his sons and servants got into
conflict with local students and villagers due to their oppressive behaviour. The angry
crowd surrounded the Dong family, accusing and scolding them. In response, the
Dong family hired over a hundred thugs to enter their house overnight as bodyguards
and even threw rubble and faeces at the crowd. As a result of the confrontation, the

furious crowd set fire to the Dong family’s house.?”>
During the mid-Ming Dynasty, Song Shi 1A, similar to modern litigators,

were disliked by the government and ordinary people. They were knowledgeable
about the laws of the Dynasty and skilled at drafting various pleadings and dealing
with the government. With the rise of commerce, the traditional economy was
impacted, and in combination with the influence of these lawyers, people became
more eager to file lawsuits. These litigators were well-versed in legal procedures,
writing petitions, and even encouraging parties to sue. They often distorted facts
during trials, made false accusations, extorted money and earned commissions.?’® A
case was recorded in Er Ke Pai An Jing Qi. Servant Chen Fusheng was employed by
a wealthy man named Hong Dashou. They got into an argument, and Hong physically
assaulted Chen, who later died after returning home. Chen San, a relative of Chen
Fusheng, learned about the incident and went to the Hong family to demand
compensation, but his request was denied. Subsequently, Chen San took the matter to
the government to file a complaint. After reviewing the case, the government ordered
the Hong family to cover the funeral expenses.?’” A son in the Zhejiang region
assaulted his 70-year-old father, resulting in the older man losing his teeth. The father
sued his son, who then spent much money to hire a lawyer. Suddenly, the lawyer bit
the son’s ear. When questioned in court, the lawyer argued that the father’s biting of

his son’s ear was the cause.?’® As a result, the son escaped punishment—some
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unscrupulous lawyers, driven by greed, manipulated or assisted murderers in avoiding
punishment for their crimes. For instance, in the Jiading region, lawyers would
initially lend money to individuals, then wait for family members of the borrowers to
pass away, and subsequently take legal action against the deceased individual’s family
for murder. To resolve the lawsuit, the individuals had no option but to surrender their
property, leading to the practice being dubbed as “borrowing lives.”?”°

During the Ming Dynasty, gambling became popular due to the gathering of
unemployed individuals and the social trend of pursuing money. The literati, feeling
disillusioned with their work, contributed to the popularity of gambling as they
engaged in various recreational activities. Gambling, poetry, calligraphy and painting
became necessary skills for the literati. For instance, a literati named Zhang Dai
established a cockfighting club with his friends, where they placed bets using
antiques, paintings, calligraphy, silk and expensive fans.?®° Leaf cards eventually
developed into the game of Mahjong, with its roots traceable to literati in Shanghai.
Some people gambled to defraud others for their money. Tian Hongyu was known for
his love of gambling. When his daughter was taken into the palace by the Ming
emperor, Tian Hongyu began claiming to be the emperor’s father-in-law. He used this
position to lure people into gambling in the Jiangnan area and made a significant
amount of money.?8! Often, unemployed individuals who were skilled in gambling
formed gangs and worked together to commit fraud. They would manipulate the dice
by filling them with lead sand to change the weight, making it easier to throw a high
number when placing bets by gently twisting the dice with their fingers.

Counterfeiting and selling shoddy goods were prevalent crimes among the lower
class, especially in the Suzhou market. Due to the abundance of counterfeit goods,
customers had to be cautious and negotiate hard while shopping there. Counterfeit
alcohol was prevalent in Songjiang, where merchants frequently sold alcohol diluted
with water. Customers complained that out of 1.5 kilograms of liquor, 0.5 kilogram

was actual liquor, 0.5 kilogram was water, and the remaining weight was due to the
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bottle.?8? Unscrupulous merchants stored decaying straw in a cool place and watered
it with garbage, which attracted insects over time. They then extracted the juice from
the insects and falsely marketed it as milk, using it to make milk cakes, which were
then sold to unsuspecting customers.?®3 In another instance, a young student named
Cao Fugu, who had been robbed, resorted to mixing yellow mud and red paint,
shaping it into balls, and selling it as rat poison. Surprisingly, this business venture
turned out to be quite successful 28

Many literati demonstrated their refined taste by collecting antique items.
However, there was a widespread issue of creating and selling counterfeit antiques.

For instance, a renowned calligrapher’s work, Yan Zhenqing, was forged in the

collection of Chen Jiru BR4E{E. Another literati, Chen Qian PRIR, counterfeited the

calligraphy of Zhao Mengfu in an attempt to become wealthy.?®> Due to the
prevalence of fake antiques, manuals for appraising cultural relics were published,
such as Yan Xian Qing Shang Jian and Superfluous Things, which aimed to educate
people on recognising counterfeit antiques. The circulation of fake gold and silver
coins greatly impacted ordinary people. The counterfeiters were skilled, using
materials like iron, copper, lead or tin covered with a layer of silver, making it hard to
detect. Theft was a serious issue in wealthy areas such as Jiangnan, where numerous
gangs caused significant harm to local public security by stealing.?®¢ The prevalence
of theft even led to the establishment of a market dedicated to selling stolen goods.
Some thieves went as far as colluding with local officials or posing as police officers,
using official licences to break into houses and steal.

During the Ming Dynasty, with increasing unemployment and city populations,

some individuals exploited religious beliefs for deception. These individuals were

known as Shen Gun ##4&. During the Chenghua period (1465-1487), Zhang Yuanji,

a well-known Taoist priest with many followers, frequently deceived ordinary people
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of money. He established private prisons equipped with various torture devices. If he
encountered anyone who resisted, he would strangle them to death, fill a bag with
sand and crush those who disobeyed him, or directly tie victims up and throw them
into the abyss. In total, he killed more than 40 people.?®” One common fraudulent
technique that charlatans used involved producing different types of elixirs. For
instance, some people falsely claimed they could turn herbs into elixirs or lead and

iron into gold or silver. In reality, they were deceiving people and stealing their

property. This type of deception was referred to as “lifting the can 3Z#”. A wealthy

man named Pan fell victim to an elaborate scam. A con artist rented a fancy ship and
hired a prostitute to pretend to be his mistress. When Pan asked how the con artist had
amassed such wealth, he claimed to have the power to turn lead into gold. Pan handed
over a large sum of silver and requested to witness the magical transformation. The
con artist secretly instructed the woman to seduce Pan. When the “magic” was
performed, the con artist alleged that something impure in the room had offended the
gods, causing the spell to fail. Feeling guilty, Pan appealed to the con artist for
forgiveness, who demanded further compensation for his troubles, and ultimately, the
con artist made off with thousands of taels of silver.?*8

The desire for economic development, luxury in food, clothing, housing and
transportation, and the breakdown of traditional social hierarchies heightened people’s
craving for wealth and diminished their ethical standards. This led some individuals,
particularly those without substantial assets, to seek ways to make money without
investment and to become wealthy overnight. Unemployed individuals exploit human

vulnerabilities, causing disruptions to social order.

Female Crimes

After the mid-16th century, cities in imperial China and the commodity economy
developed rapidly. This led to significant changes in traditional ethics and the
emergence of new attitudes towards life, creating a more open social atmosphere. The

growing power of merchants influenced ordinary people to pay more attention to
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money and interests. As a result, common people began to value luxury and
disregarded the hierarchy class—many unconventional methods of making money
emerged during this time. Additionally, women’s participation in various cultural and
entertaining activities increased, expanding their social scope and bringing them
closer to the outside world. For example, as mentioned in Chapter Nine, female Bang
Xian not only engaged in legitimate business but also used their status to participate in
criminal activities, causing considerable chaos in social order when they entered the
homes of the rich and powerful.

In cases of fraud, young women were often used as bait rather than serving as the

mastermind. There was a scam known as the “make a fire circle LA [El”. Initially, a

beautiful woman would seduce a man, and then her male accomplice would accuse

the man of raping an honourable woman and extort money from him. The scam was

designed to lure men into a fire pit, also known as the “immortal jump 1l A k>,

indicating that the scam was so deceitful that even immortals could not avoid it. A
group of men and women in Beijing who specialised in these scams were recorded.
The group systematically selected a woman of exceptional beauty to act as bait, and
upon completion of the scam, they distributed the money among the members.?®° It
was evident that they were part of an organised fraud group. A monk in Suzhou who
was skilled in medicine also fell victim to this scam. The scammers had a prostitute
pretending to be his daughter and asked the monk to treat her. Afterwards, the
prostitute intentionally intoxicated the monk, and her male partner falsely accused the
monk of rape.?”® In a further example, a peasant woman owed three years of seedling
rent to the landlord. She conspired with her husband, son, and daughter-in-law to use
the daughter-in-law to seduce the landlord. They planned to force the landlord to write
a land transfer deed and pay them 20 taels of silver.?’! In another instance, three

sisters-in-law lured a horseman and swindled him out of three horses.?*> Sometimes,

the target of fraud was not expensive jewellery, horses or land but even just a few
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meals. A woman used her young and beautiful aunt Shi to seduce a peddler with the
sole purpose of swindling him out of four catties of 0il and some meat.>*?

There was a group that used marriage as a way to extort money from people, the
practice known as “releasing white pigeons”. In Yangzhou, a man named Wei had a
beautiful and intelligent daughter. He arranged for a man named Ji, a scoundrel, to
marry his daughter. Wei pretended to give his daughter to a magistrate as a concubine
and received 80 taels of silver in return. When the magistrate was supposed to leave,
Wei’s daughter signalled for help by hanging out her white pants and escaped on the
boat with her new husband, Ji. When the magistrate realised the daughter was
missing, he went to the Wei family. The Wei family falsely accused the magistrate of
quarrelling with his daughter, leading to her suicide. Fearing a legal dispute, the

magistrate had to leave.?%*

An agent named Weng Bin initially owed the wealthy
merchant Shi Shouxun paper worth more than 800 taels of silver. Then, he used his
15-year-old daughter to settle the debt by marrying her off to Shouxun as a concubine.
After four years, Shouxun passed away due to old age. Weng Bin and his wife then
married off their daughter to another wealthy man in Nanjing as a concubine and
received an additional 100 taels of silver as a betrothal gift. Altogether, the couple
obtained more than 1,000 taels of silver using their daughter.?>> Another agent, Liao
San, used his daughter to have an affair with the merchant Zhang Lu and wanted to
extort 100 taels of silver from him. Zhang Lu refused, and Liao San reported the
matter to the government, causing Zhang Lu to lose all his capital. As a result, Zhang
had to borrow 30 taels of silver to return to his hometown.?%

Chen Si, another agent, used a similar method to defraud a cloth merchant, Li
Ying. The difference was that the tool he used to defraud money was a maid in his

297

store.”” A man named Guo Yanji owed more than 20 taels due to gambling. To settle

his debt, he pretended that his 33-year-old widowed mother was his wife and tried to

marry her off to Cai Tianshou, a businessman looking for a concubine since he had no

298

children.=”® In another incident, a woman pretended to marry Fang Ba, a street vendor
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reliant on her mother for support. She then schemed to instigate a fight between Fang
Ba and a shop owner and falsely accused the owner, resulting in a tragic outcome.?*”
During the Ming Dynasty in Beijing, there was a well-known case involving
female Bang Xian, who often acted as an agent and sometimes orchestrated fraudulent
schemes. In this case, Luo Sinniang, a woman who earned a living by playing musical
instruments, collaborated with Luo Xiaofeng, a renowned prostitute, and Luo Erniang,
Xiaofeng’s sister-in-law. They impersonated the family members of a noble consort
and leased an empty house. With the help of a matchmaker named Shen, an older
woman, they feigned negotiations for a marriage with a wealthy neighbour of high

social standing. They deceived them into giving away antiques, jewellery and 500

taels of silver.’®® In the Du Pian New Book FL3m#T35, the nun Miaozhen sets up a

trap to approach the lonely merchant woman Xiang. She lures her into the nunnery,
makes her drunk, and makes her commit adultery with Ning Chaoxian in exchange for
seven taels of silver.?°! Additionally, a merchant requested a pearl seller to convince
another merchant’s wife to have an affair with him, and the seller was rewarded with
1,000 taels of silver.3??

During the Hongzhi period (1488—1505), the government issued a ban on
trafficking persons from good families. They emphasised that if a female agent

303 In

committed a crime, her husband and son would also be considered guilty.
Songjiang, an agent named Wu Sanniang made much money by selling prostitution
tools and drugs, as well as hiring surrogate mothers. She was able to enter and exit
wealthy families’ homes freely. Later, she was convicted by the county magistrate and

sentenced to 20 strokes of the cane and a fine of 300 taels of silver.3%

Dong Han
documented a disturbing incident: a female Bang Xian abducted some children. She
gave the children anaesthesia and used a sharp knife to cut the children’s faces, chests,

backs, shoulders and arms, preventing their parents from recognising them. She broke

299 Tbid., Du Pian New Book HIREFTF, 213-219.

390 (Ming) Yan Yudun f=E&1E. Yan You Er Ze Bian #8HH =, Volume 5. Taipei: Xin Xing Book Company, 1962,
3211-3217.

301 Ibid., Du Pian New Book ¥-3R#45, 288-295.

302 (Ming) Song Maocheng FRIEE Jiu Yue Ji JLEEE, Volume 2. Beijing: China Social Sciences Press, 1984,
271-274.

303 (Ming) Anon. edited by Huang Zhangjian. Compilation of Laws and Regulations of the Ming Dynasty BR{CfE
f5I3C 4% Taipei: Institute of History and Philology Academia Sinica, 1994, 785.

394 (Ming) Fan Lian SEER.Yun Jian Ju Mu Chao Z=[BIH#E B . Taipei: Xin Xing Book Company, 1962, 2631.
151



the children’s legs and ordered them to beg. The woman abducted a widow’s three-
year-old son. When the mother hurried to rescue him, the child was already dying. He
embraced his mother, wept and passed away.’?> There had been cases of female
medical professionals such as Yao Po (medicine women), Wen Po (midwives), and Yi
Po (female doctors), while involved in providing medical care and assisting with
childbirth, accidentally or intentionally causing harm or death to individuals. For
example, a doctor named Zhou was reported to have inadvertently caused the deaths
of four infants while helping women during childbirth due to fear. In 1617, a woman
in Nanjing gave birth to a baby with two heads and red hair. She was afraid and
strangled the baby.?® The placenta was considered a valuable medicinal substance in
some areas of the Yangtze River Basin. Unfortunately, some unscrupulous midwives
took advantage of the chances to help women give birth to steal their placentas and
sell them.

Some of the women from both lower and upper classes were involved in criminal
cases, including instances where upper-class women committed violent acts against
their husbands. For example, Wen Kang, who was the child of a maid and a man
surnamed Gu, was almost killed by Gu’s wife when he was still a baby. She sent him
to a mill, hoping that he would be trampled to death, but the mill owner could not bear
it and ended up adopting Wen Kang.>” During the Jiajing period, an official named
Zhang Zhong favoured his concubine and abused his wife, leading to resentment from
his wife. In retaliation, his wife killed Zhang Zhong and dismembered his body.?%
These women did not merely resort to violent resistance out of jealousy but were
influenced by the contradictory environment in which they lived. The Ming rulers
promoted Neo-Confucianism, which led to the promotion of the concept of chastity to
the highest level and the conservatism of Ming women to the extreme of society. In
the Ming Dynasty, there were a significant number of chaste women, totalling 27,141

and 8,688 martyred women, which exceeded the numbers seen in other dynasties.?%
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The actual count may have been even higher. In their pursuit of profit, officials
exploited the process of honouring chaste women to extort bribes from applicants,
making it difficult for many women from impoverished areas to obtain official
certification due to their inability to pay the bribes. The types of women’s chastity in
the Ming Dynasty were numerous and often tragic, encompassing acts of filial piety,
raising orphans, disfiguring themselves and refraining from marriage, committing
suicide to avoid humiliation when faced with bandits, and even sacrificing their lives
for their husbands. During the Ming Dynasty, the development of a commodity
economy, disorder in society and a weakening of the rulers’ control led to the
emergence of a phenomenon known as the worship of money and hedonism. This
resulted in a shift in societal values and affected women, causing them to exhibit

radical behaviours unconsciously.

Occupational Crime

In ancient China, officials were generally selected through the imperial
examinations and had corresponding ranks and benefits. However, there was also a
large group of staff members who worked in the government, such as staff and junior
local officials. They were not selected through the imperial examination and were
recruited to work for the government. They mainly carried out specific work
according to the requirements of officials, such as processing paperwork and serving
as prison guards. High-level officials were responsible for administration, while local
officials, staff and junior local officials handled day-to-day affairs. High-rank officials
held positions in state organs, had hierarchical ranks and received state salaries. On
the other hand, local officials, staff and junior local officials were not part of the
official system and did not receive state salaries. They had different functions, legal
responsibilities and roles and were subject to different punishments for the same
offences. Officials in imperial China were responsible for committing occupational
crimes, which referred to illegal and criminal acts causing social harm. The
occupational crimes also included failure to comply with laws and regulations in
administrative activities, neglect of duty, abuse of power, and overstepping authority.

Official duty crimes undermined the authority of the ruling class and hindered the

History, edited by Bao Jialin. Taipei: Daw Shang Publishing Co., Ltd, 1979, 112.
153



effective functioning of state organs, as well as prevention and punishment
management. These crimes could be divided into two categories based on their nature
and the objects of criminal infringement. The first category included economic crimes
such as embezzlement and bribery. The second category included dereliction of duty
and malfeasance, such as exceeding authority, abusing power and improper
performance of duties.

During the Ming Dynasty, corruption and bribery among officials were
widespread. Many cases of corruption and bribery among junior officials were
recorded in a collection of trials by local officials. Most junior officials were locals

who often accepted bribes to change testimonies or extort money from litigants during

investigations. For instance, Hu Xiang Wu Liie ## T B documented a case where

the bailiff, Xu Yinglin, used violence, resulting in the death of the person involved.?!°
Additionally, two other bailiffs, Xiao Guoguang and Wang Shikui, fearing exposure
of extortion and blackmail, killed the victim.>!! The prison guards, who were in
charge of the prison and often relied on their judicial power, implicated the innocent
and accepted bribes. Coroners who were responsible for examining corpses
sometimes accepted bribes to exonerate prisoners. The suspect, Qu Yonglu,
instigated his servants to beat the debtor to death. Qu Yonglu bribed the coroner to
change the autopsy result to suicide by hanging. When the superior officials
conducted another autopsy, they found that the autopsy results were abnormal.*'? In
addition to junior officials, high-ranking officials and nobles also took bribes and
embezzled. In 1385, Guo Huan, the official of the Ministry of Revenue, used his
power to collude with other officials to embezzle vast amounts of official grain and
large quantities of gold and silver. The number of people involved in this case was so
large that tens of thousands of officials and junior officials were sentenced to death.’!?
When serving in Guangdong, the Marquis Zhu Liangzu accepted bribes and

314

committed crimes. The emperor executed him and his nephew Zhu Xie.”'* Prime
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Minister Hu Weiyong, who accepted gold, silk, and expensive horses, was also
executed.?!?

The Great Ming Laws banned officials from accepting bribes and outlined their
responsibilities, powers and the consequences for non-compliance. The laws specified
that the authority to appoint and dismiss military personnel rested with the emperors.
Those who appointed someone first and reported it later were subject to a punishment
of being beaten with a stick 100 times and dismissed from their position. The Ming
Dynasty enforced strict regulations for selecting officials, requiring all appointments
to be made by the emperors. If a minister made the selection on his own, he would be
beheaded. !¢ If an appointed official refused to obey the order and had an invalid
excuse, they would receive a 100-stick beating and be removed from their position.?!’
According to the practice established during the founding period of the Ming
Dynasty, all founding fathers or those who had significant achievements in serving
the country could be rewarded. However, ordinary civil officials were not permitted to
apply for rewards. If they violated these rules, the officials and the recipients would
face execution. Officials were also not allowed to leave their posts without special
circumstances, as doing so would result in them being flogged 40 times.>!® Officials
who did not assume office within the legal period, made unauthorised changes to
laws, failed to report on time, concealed facts or disclosed military secrets would be
punished.?!® The management of official documents and seals was very strict.
Officials were not allowed to abandon, change or delay the handover at will.>?°

Why were official crimes so common in the Ming Dynasty? As mentioned in
Chapter Nine, the implementation of the salary reduction system further reduced the
already low salaries of officials. Even the supreme ruler, the emperor, acknowledged
this issue. Gu Yanwu believed that low salaries were the cause. Officials with
insufficient income to cover family expenses resorted to accepting bribes.3?! Li Xian,
who worked in the Ministry of Personnel, also agreed with Gu’s view, stating that it

was difficult for officials to refrain from bribery when they struggled to afford their

315 Tbid., Ming Shi BB, 7906.
316 (Ming) Anon. Ming Dynasty Law K83, Shenyang: Liaoshen Publishing House, 1990, 29.

317 (Ming) Shen Shixing B BY4T. Ming Hui Dian KB4 B, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,1989, 614.
318 Tbid., Ming Dynasty Law, 32.
319 Tbid., Ming Dynasty Law, 32.
320 Tbid., Ming Dynasty Law, 36.
321 (Ming) Gu Yanwu JBUZ & .Ri Zhi Lu B F13%, Volume 12. Jinan: Anhui University Press, 2007,678.
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daily food and clothing. As documented in Ming History, during the Chenghua period
(1465—-1487), Luo Lun achieved first place in the imperial examination and then
became a compiler at the Hanlin Academy. His salary was insufficient to cover his
expenses, so he supplemented his income by selling calligraphy.*?? In the Wanli
period (1573—-1620), Minister Hai Rui could only afford to buy two pounds of pork
for his mother's birthday due to his low salary. He even personally grew the
vegetables in the backyard of the government office to make ends meet.3?3 Officials’
daily expenses were excessively high, but their salaries were low. Apart from basic
needs like food, clothing, housing, and transportation, there were many necessary
expenses during the office period. Officials’ salaries were insufficient to cover
expenses such as raising children, supporting parents, socialising and transportation.
The low salaries resulted in officials resorting to corruption and bribery to cover
expenses. In addition, the growing commodity economy led to a more luxurious and
corrupt social environment, further contributing to the prevalence of corruption.
When corruption had permeated the entire bureaucracy, it was highly
challenging for an honest official to thrive. Not only did they struggle to achieve their
goals, but they also risked retaliation and imprisonment. For instance, during the
Jiajing period (1522—1566), honest officials like Wang Gao, Liu Chuxiu and Sun Jilu
all met unfortunate fates.’>* When the superior was corrupt, it was difficult for the
subordinates to remain unscathed. They would be slandered and charged with crimes
if they did not join in the corruption. In such a bad environment, low-level officials
found it hard to survive. The subordinates had to flatter their superiors and carry
favour with them to protect themselves. When the superiors demanded bribes, the
subordinates dared not refuse. One person did not cause the environment in which
corruption prevailed, nor was the rampant corruption and bribery caused by one
person. Officials took bribes together and covered up for each other for their interests.
In May 1561, the censor Zou Yinglong accused Yan Song and his son of corruption,
resulting in all the subordinate officials accepting bribes.>?* In official circles,

recommendations also created a teacher-student relationship resembling the imperial

322 Thid., Ming Shi BASP,7278.
323 Tbid., Ming Shi BASP,5927.
324 (Ming) Zheng Xiao #88%. Jin Yan 45 5. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,1984,171.
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examinations. The establishment and upkeep of this relationship often involved
financial transactions. Chen Zilong mentioned that imperial censors visiting local
areas often recommended the individual. In return, the recommended person would
refer to themselves as students and present valuable gifts to the censor.?2°

During the Ming Dynasty, officials were tempted to commit crimes because the
consequences of breaking the law were not severe. Although the first emperor, Zhu
Yuanzhang, punished corrupt officials harshly, corruption persisted. Subsequent
emperors gradually relaxed the punishment for corruption and even tolerated it. Some
emperors themselves engaged in corrupt practices, exacerbating the issue of
corruption. For instance, the Wanli Emperor (1563—1620) established mining
supervisors and tax collectors across the empire, imposing heavy taxes and collecting

various forms of money. The Great Ming Law was established during the Hongwu

period (1368-1399). It specified that officials who accepted bribes of 80 guan 5, an

ancient Chinese currency, would be executed by hanging.3?’ In 1500, the Hongzhi
Criminal Law abolished the death penalty, and instead, those found guilty of
corruption and adultery were sentenced to exile, while flogging and caning remained
as other penalties.’?® The Wanli Criminal Law, revised between 1574 and 1585,
further clarified that officials who took bribes and perverted the law would be exiled
to nearby garrisons.’? Relatively few corrupt officials were executed solely for
corruption during the middle and late Ming Dynasty. The lenient punishment was
insufficient to deter corrupt officials and, to some extent, allowed their corruption to
persist, making it difficult to control. Additionally, the governance of corrupt officials
in the Ming Dynasty primarily targeted junior or middle-ranking officials, who were
weak and powerless. The connivance of corrupt officials came largely from the
highest rulers. For example, during the Hongzhi period (1470-1505), when the
eunuch Li Guang was impeached for taking bribes, the emperor shielded him and did

not punish him.*3° In 1493, 1,400 officials were dismissed from their offices.
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However, the emperor believed that talented individuals were scarce, so he permitted
more than 90 officials to continue serving.**! Even the highest authorities no longer
considered corruption a crime, and corruption was even more justified for corrupt
officials.

Due to low legal income, society’s glorification of luxury, and the erosion of
moral values, officials prioritised money and personal gain. Those who committed
crimes often went unpunished, while honest officials faced suppression. Many
officials were unable to escape or change this toxic environment. They could only
look the other way or even enable corruption, further fuelling this destructive cycle
and leading to more criminal behaviour among officials.

During the Ming Dynasty, the appearance of Wu Yao indicated that society was
going through a period of change. With the social hierarchy and way of life evolving,
many new phenomena emerged, but so did severe social problems. The weakening of
centralised rule led to political corruption and incompetent officials. There was also a
decline in moral values and the breakdown of societal norms. The criminal behaviour
behind the phenomenon of Wu Yao in the Ming Dynasty reflected that the moral
concepts and social norms produced and formed in the traditional stable agricultural
society did not fully adapt to the new social structure and, therefore, did not have the

same strong influence on the public’s behaviour as they once did.

31 Tbid., Ming Shi BAS,1723-1724.
158



Chapter Eleven: Regional Distribution of Ming Wu Yao

During the Ming Dynasty, the commodity economy impacted the subsistence
economy. The development of the economy, the prosperity of cities and increased
income impacted the public’s consumption, opinions, aesthetics and daily lives.
Ordinary people began to ignore the traditional ritual and cultural model and violate
sumptuary laws. They pursued novelty goods and luxury consumption regardless of
their status and class, and the literati called these phenomena Wu Yao. Did this
revolution of luxury consumption appear in every city of imperial China, or was it
exclusive to just wealthy regions? Was luxury consumption the same in every city? If
there were differences, what caused them?

It is convenient to use the method by Niu Jianqiang for analysing social changes
in the Ming Dynasty, dividing all regions into three categories.**? The Jiangnan area
is called the Class I region. The adjacent areas around Jiangnan and some in Huizhou,
Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong are classified as Class II. Areas other than the above
two regions are Class III regions. To facilitate the analysis of the process of Wu Yao,
the Ming Dynasty can be divided into three periods. The early Ming Dynasty lasted
from Hongwu to Xuande (1368—1434), the middle period lasted from Zhengtong to
Zhengde (1435—-1521), and the late Ming Dynasty lasted from Jiajing to Chongzhen
(1522-1644). In the middle and late Ming Dynasty, ordinary people increased their

luxury consumption, and the phenomenon of Wu Yao became serious.

Class I Jiangnan Region

In order to conduct a regional study on the phenomenon of Wu Yao better, the
Class I area needs to be defined. According to the geographical location, internal
economic connections, and economic level, Jiangnan region as an economic region in
the Ming Dynasty should be southern Jiangsu and northern Zhejiang, including eight

areas such as Suzhou, Songjiang, Changzhou, Jiangning, Zhenjiang, Hangzhou,

332 Niu Jiangiang. Ming Dai Zhong Hou Qi She Hui Bian Qian Yan Jiu. Taipei: Weijin Publishing
House,1997,47,89,125.
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Jiaxing, Huzhou and Taicang.’*3 The Jiangnan region is the core of the lower
Yangtze Delta.*3*

In the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279), the country’s economic centre
moved southward. The Class I region centred on Taihu Lake became the new
economic centre. There are many large and small lakes scattered around Taihu Lake,
of which there are 189 lakes within an area of more than 0.5 square kilometres, with a
total area of 3158.98 square kilometres.’*> These lakes are connected through many
river ports to form a river network, which played an important role in Ming
agricultural production. The Jiangnan region is located in the transition zone between
the subtropical and mid-temperate zones. There is plenty of sunshine and abundant
rainfall. These light, heat and water conditions, coupled with the Taihu Lake water
system regulation, are suitable for various crops and conducive to agricultural
production. Since the Tang and Song Dynasties, the Jiangnan region has not only
become a rice production base but has also cultivated mulberry trees, cotton, tea, and
other cash crops.

In the Ming Dynasty, Class I areas were the most critical cotton-producing areas.
Cotton cultivation was mainly concentrated in Songjiang, Taicang, and Jiading of
Suzhou Province, as well as Changshu, Kunshan, Changzhou, and Jiangyin. The
cotton in this area was famous for its wide planting area, high proportion, and

excellent quality. Cotton was sold locally in urban and rural areas and also sold to

other cities through merchants. For example, the cotton produced in Hewang #§E

had bright colours and high quality and was very popular among business people.
Merchants from Fujian and Guangzhou would sell Hewang cotton to their hometowns
when they returned to their hometowns.**¢ Hewang became a well-known cotton
trading market. The cultivation of cotton promoted the development of the cotton
textile industry. As a raw material for textiles, cotton was made into cotton yarn and

cotton cloth by farmers, which became the primary source of income. For example,

33 14 Bochong. “Jian Lun Jiangnan Di Qu De Jie Din”, Journal of Chinese Social and Economic History,
n0.01(1991):100-105.
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residents of Jiading in the Ming Dynasty sold textiles to pay for clothing, food, daily
utensils, social activities, and weddings and funerals.??’

In addition to cotton, another essential cash crop in Class I areas was the
mulberry tree. Farmers planted mulberry trees to raise silkworms and reel silk for sale

as commodities. Mulberry trees were mainly planted in Huzhou, Jiaxing and Suzhou

around Taihu Lake. Zhang Cuxiang 5K /&% (1611-1674) compared the income from

planting mulberry with that from rice. In general, the income from growing mulberry
trees was two to three times higher than that from rice, and sometimes, it could be
four or five times more. It was no wonder that there was a saying at that time that it
was better to cultivate more trees than to cultivate more land.**® The sale of mulberry
leaves was also a typical commercial activity in Class I areas. Some farmers raised
silkworms but did not grow mulberry trees themselves, and some farmers grew
mulberry trees but still could not get enough mulberry leaves to raise their silkworms,
so they all needed to buy mulberry leaves from the market. Therefore, there was the
so-called “leaf market” or “green mulberry leaf shop” in the leaf-picking season after
the beginning of summer. It was difficult to predict the price of mulberry leaves

because the market determined it. Sericulture and silk reeling became essential means

of livelihood for the residents of Class I areas. It was recorded in Qing Jia Lu J& 53

that girls in Huzhou learned how to raise silkworms before adulthood. Most silk and
cotton were sold as commodities and transported to various areas through
merchants.>° At that time, it was said that “silk from Huzhou was everywhere in the
country.” When new silk came on the market in April, business people gathered in
Class I areas to do silk business, which became a tradition.>*°

In addition to mulberry and cotton, other commercial crops were also grown in
Class I areas, such as natural indigo, the basic dye for dyeing cloth, tobacco, which
was introduced from Fujian, one of the Class II areas, and tea trees in some of the

lower hilly areas. After the mid-Ming Dynasty, the large-scale planting of commercial
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crops in Class I region and the improvement of agricultural products provided raw
materials for the handicraft industry. The well-developed handicraft industry provided
the material basis for the economic prosperity of Class I areas.

Class I region was the most important silk production area in the country. There
were dozens of varieties of silk, such as satin, brocade, yarn and Luo. There were at
least 120 colours of silk in the late Ming Dynasty. The silk produced in the Class I
region could be divided into two categories: high-grade silk (dyed first and then
manufactured) and low-grade silk (weaved first and then dyed). Suzhou damask,
Nanjing Yun brocade and Hangzhou Ning silk were all best-selling products. In terms
of production, in the late Ming Dynasty, there were about 10,000 looms and about
30,000 silk-weaving workshops in Suzhou, producing various types of silk worth
about 380,000 taels of silver annually.?*! The production of cotton textiles developed
rapidly in Class I areas. Songjiang, Suzhou, Jiading and Changshu were famous
producing areas. Unlike the silk textile industry, the cotton textile industry was mainly
in the rural areas and came from family workshops. The cotton cloth produced by
family workshops was white raw cloth, and people needed to choose various colours
of cloth when making clothes. The green and blue cloth was popular in the market,

with huge sales. The cotton dyeing industry gradually emerged. The division of labour

in the industry was refined, such as specialised “kicker craftsmen ¥ [E”. Their job in

the cotton dyeing industry was to stretch and roll the woven cotton fabric to make it
smooth and to improve its quality by dyeing it into various colours of cloth to meet
the needs of consumers.>*?

The brewing industry in Class I areas was also a developed business. Farmers
only brewed wine for their own consumption, but commercial production of wine was
relatively prosperous in cities and some rich countryside areas. For example,
merchants sold more than 100,000 bottles of Wuxi alcohol to other areas annually.
Cooking oil extraction was another important industry in Class I areas. Residents
grew rapeseed and extracted oil from the seeds, and bought soya beans from other
cities, and produced soybean oil. In addition to oil and alcohol, paper was another

essential commodity in Class I areas. The raw material of the paper was imported

341 Wang Weiping £ . Ming Qing Jiannan Cheng Shi Yan Jiu 83780 HA ST BE 38 1 SE B 38, Beijing: People’s
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from other areas, and the finished product was of a higher grade. Paper processing
technology was complex and demanding, mostly in workshops in towns or big cities,
of which Suzhou was the centre of paper processing. Suzhou’s artisans used colour
powder and glue to brush paper to print patterns.>#?

With the rapid development of the commodity economy and the abundance of
material wealth in the Class I area, residents who had accumulated wealth were no
longer willing to live a simple and miserable life and began to try luxurious
consumption. As a result, there were many violations of sumptuary regulations in the
Class I area.

After the mid-era Ming Dynasty, dress in Class I areas changed considerably.

Minister Zhang Han 5K# criticised the public for arbitrarily violating the rules of

hierarchy, such as men and women wearing high-rank gorgeous clothes and ignoring
the national dress regulations. Common people were no longer satisfied with ordinary,
simple-style clothing, and they began to pursue fashionable clothing with complex
craftsmanship. The public gave up old-fashioned cotton cloth and turned to brocade
silk. The colours of clothing tended to be bright and vivid rather than dull. People did
not like to dress similarly and began to pursue unique or novelty clothing. The

public’s clothing varied in length, fit, and style, including hats and shoes. The masses

undermined the traditional social order and clothing hierarchies. Li Le 25K, a

literati, argued in his book Jian Wen Za Jian J.EZ%12 that it was not right to be

obsessed with flashy clothes and dislike old-fashioned ones, even among wealthy and
noble families. He believed that this behaviour was a disturbing social disorder,

especially when low-income families who struggled to feed themselves also started to

dress extravagantly.>** Ye Mengzhu M2 ¥k also described similar dress chaos. In

the beginning, silk clothing with cut designs was highly desired. Later, people
preferred clothing made with various fabrics using techniques such as stacking,
weaving, embroidery and painting. The embroidery was often applied to the edges,

shoulder straps, and cuffs. The dragon patterns, originally exclusive to the emperors,
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appeared on the clothes of ordinary people. 3*° The public also liked Phoenix patterns
and robes dyed in forbidden bright red, purple and yellow.

The residents of Class I areas were often wasteful or extravagant with food and
drink. In the early Ming Dynasty (1368—1434), people in Class I areas were frugal in

terms of their food, rarely held banquets, and had several dishes each meal. He

Liangjun {AJ R & recalled in his book, “Si You Zhai Cong Shuo Chao Chao TR %

MR D, that when he was a child, a family in the Jiangnan region used to serve

guests not more than five dishes, and food items such as shrimp and crabs were only
added to the menu on weddings or when important guests were invited. During the
middle and late Ming Dynasty, there were significant changes in the consumption
habits of the residents in Class I areas. Whether the rich or the common, people
frequently held banquets to enjoy exquisite meals. People competed with each other
not only on the abundance of food but also on the beauty of the utensils and the
variety of vegetables and fruits. People were very particular about the types, colours

and shapes of bowls, dishes and plates at banquets.

In Yue Shi Bian #t4%, Ye Mengzhu M2 Bk described the extravagant

banquets in the Class I area.’*® The banquets of middle-class families generally had a
dozen dishes, and banquets with more than 30 dishes were also common. They used
wooden utensils for fruits and fine plates for veggies. Delicious dim sum was served
in compartmentalised boxes. In addition, Chinese opera was very popular during the
Ming Dynasty, so many Chinese opera gardens or theatres appeared in these areas.
These opera gardens or theatres could also serve as restaurants for people to dinner. It
became a new way for the rich to show off their wealth by hosting banquets in the
opera garden or house to entertain their guests, where they could listen to the Chinese

opera and also enjoy delicious food. Hosting banquets to entertain guests in the opera

garden became a new fashion at that time. Many literati, such as Gong Wei 22§ and
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Gu Lu JBi#%, criticised the banquets in the theatre for being excessively extravagant,

and the food waste was shocking.?*

Apart from their extravagant food habits, the residents in the Class I region were
also known for their opulent choices when constructing their houses. In the early
Ming Dynasty, the prohibition of luxury in houses was strict. The rich lived in
housing with no more than eight rooms, while the common people had houses with no
more than three rooms. People of low status could not construct high-grade houses in
contravention of the law, and any violators would be punished. For example, Zhen Ze

Xian Zhi BB & records that in the Wujiang area, ordinary residents lived in
jlang ry

houses with roofs made of thatch. Even middle-class houses used clay walls in the
front and bricks and tiles in the back to comply with sumptuary laws.**® After 1522,
people in Class I areas, such as wealthy residents in Songjiang and Hangzhou,
preferred to build luxury houses that exceeded the limit of sumptuary laws, not to
mention the lavish spending on private gardens. Suzhou had many famous private
gardens. During the Ming and Qing dynasties, 271 gardens in Suzhou were said to

occupy almost half of the city. In Jiading and Nanxiang Town, there were more than

ten gardens, such as Wang Garden JEEE and Tang Garden FE[E. Sui Garden E[E

in Kunshan, Yan Garden #&[E in Changshu and Sui Chu Garden Z#J]E in Haining

were all well-known for a while. Private gardens came in various sizes, ranging from
small and exquisite gardens that showcased nature in a limited space to extensive
gardens that spanned dozens of hectares. The wealthy competed in garden decoration

with costs ranging from a few hundred taels of silver to as much as ten thousand tales

of gold. For example, Zhu Wenshi 4k X f3, a rich man, did not hesitate to buy a

special stone from Hezhe Lake with a hundred tons of rice. He named the stone Qing

Jin Ping & 483 and built a pavilion named after it. Some intellectuals were unhappy

with the excessive use of resources in private residences and gardens. He Liangjun 18]
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Ef& criticised the garden-building trend, arguing that the wealthy built luxurious

residences to show off and occupied a large amount of land which could have been
used for constructing ordinary residential buildings.**

The extravagant and lavish spending culture extended to various aspects of daily
life. In the marriage, brides demanded various types of assets, and the total amount
was alarming. Fan Shouji recorded the wedding of a wealthy family in Huzhou: “The
dowry was collected in three hundred boxes and needed six hundred men to carry.” It
was difficult to determine the family background of the bride and groom from the
wedding ceremony. In Suzhou, it was customary to use palm fans, yellow covers and
silver melons as ceremonial objects when welcoming a bride. The palm fans were
inscribed with the words “Hanlin Academy”, an academic and administrative
institution of higher learning. However, this practice could confuse foreign tourists, as
they may mistakenly assume that only Hanlin Academy officials were getting
married.>° Additionally, it is essential to note that it was the literati who were
eligible to serve as best man. The extravagance of funerals was also very serious. The
cost of a coffin made from nanmu was over a hundred taels of gold, and officials’
families often used this kind of wood as their coffins.’! People also used high-grade
transportation illegally. In the early Ming Dynasty, it was stipulated that only officials
of the third-rank or above could use sedan chairs. Some officials still had to ride
donkeys or horses. After 1573, sedan chairs were available to everyone, including
people of low status, like actors and actresses, and they replaced horses as the primary
mode of transportation.

The commodity economy resulted in increased income for the residents in Class
I areas. Consequently, they started spending extravagantly on clothing, food, houses,
weddings and funerals, which led to a breach of the sumptuary laws as they began

using high-rank goods beyond their status.
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Class II Regions

During the middle and late Ming Dynasty, the Jiangnan region, which was
considered a Class I area, underwent significant changes that impacted the
surrounding Class II areas. Along with cities near the Jiangnan region, certain regions
of Huizhou and the coastal areas of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong, despite being
distant from Class I regions, were frequently involved in economic activities with the
Class I area and could also be classified as the same Class II areas.

During the middle of the Ming Dynasty, Class II areas had a strong commodity
economy. For instance, Wenzhou, located on the southeast coast of Zhejiang
Province, had established itself as a port city with well-developed handicrafts as early
as the Song Dynasty. However, during the early Ming Dynasty, the sea ban policy and
harassment from Japanese invaders had a detrimental effect on Wenzhou's commodity
economy. Thankfully, in the middle and late Ming Dynasty, Wenzhou’s textile
industry and lacquerware thrived. Merchants from Huizhou relied heavily on lacquer,
which was expensive and heavy. As a result, business people sold it at double the
price. Wenzhou's lacquerware became renowned throughout the country.

Huizhou was an important Class II area. Due to unfavourable agricultural
conditions in the region, there was a severe shortage of land. As a result, many locals
moved to Class I areas, other provinces, or even remote mountainous regions in
search of better business opportunities. These business people mainly engaged in
trading, taking advantage of regional price differences to purchase goods at low prices
during the circulation process and sell them at higher prices. Hui merchants dealt with
diverse products, including salt, tea, wood, cosmetics and beverages. Salt was a
highly valued commodity in ancient China. In 1492, the Chinese government allowed
merchants to purchase a licence to sell salt. Since Huizhou was located near salt-
producing areas, it had a distinct advantage in operating the salt industry.
Consequently, many business people profited from selling salt in this region. Later on,
wealthy Huizhou merchants ventured into the pawnbroking industry. They were
skilled at managing their business and usually charged relatively low interest rates,
which made their shops highly competitive. Local ink-making and book-printing
industries developed well and used forest resources to create high-priced luxury

goods, such as Luo ink, Cheng ink and Fang ink. These precious ink treasures were
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very popular among the literati and the upper class, and of course, their price was very
high.

During the late Ming Dynasty, the economy of Fujian province in China began to
recover. Local officials and people worked together to expand arable land and
improve water conservation projects. They promoted the cultivation of drought-
tolerant rice and cereals and introduced new varieties of crops, such as sweet potatoes,
corn, peanuts and high-value tobacco. Fujian’s residents also focused on growing
commercial cash crops like sugarcane, longan, lychee, citrus and tea trees.
Furthermore, the region pioneered the solar salt production method, significantly
reducing costs and expanding production. The handicraft industry in Fujian also made
significant progress. The sugar industry professionals invented the sugar cart to roll
out the cane juice. The most popular textiles were ramie, cotton, and silk fabrics. In
the paper-making and printing industry, bamboo paper production was remarkable,
and Fujian became the country’s main supplier of printing and paper. Fujian ceramics,
such as Dehua white porcelain, were widely praised for their white colour, exquisite
design and elegant shape. As agriculture, forestry and handicrafts developed, their
products became more commercialised and sold to other regions. Commodity markets
of Fujian spread throughout the country and overseas. These markets were closely
linked to the Jiangnan market and generated significant profits.

In the areas classified as Class II, Guangdong was a typical region. In addition to
growing cash crops like lychees and sugar cane, the region also benefited from the
spice trade. Dongguan, a town in this area, had suitable soil for cultivating artificial
incense. Most of the residents of Dongguan were engaged in incense cultivation, with
the rich having thousands of trees and the poor having hundreds. The flower trade was
also an important economic activity. In the late Ming Dynasty, one of the four cities
in Guangdong had a so-called flower market, where the cultivated varieties of flowers
were mainly jasmine. When the flowers were in full bloom, merchants would string
the picked flowers into necklaces and sell them. The yarn and satin produced in the
area were also very famous. The local people used silk as the raw material to spin
yarn. This kind of yarn would not fade, was not easily stained by dust, and was not
prone to crease after folding. The satin woven from this yarn was dense and had a
bright colour.

With the gradual boom in commodity production, many affluent cities emerged

in the Class II region. Residents became increasingly extravagant as they accumulated
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much wealth. For instance, in the early Ming Dynasty, the people of Wenzhou valued
hard work and thrift. However, in the middle of the Ming Dynasty, residents in this
area began to prioritise money and took pride in wealth and luxury. The wealthy
bought official positions and acted arrogantly in and out of the office. Those who
passed the imperial examination and became officials but had mediocre workplace
performance would be mocked.>>?> Many people were very particular about their
dress, held extravagant banquets, and compared their weddings in terms of wealth.
There was much rule-breaking in the area. The sumptuary laws were widely ignored.
Peasants wore the same headscarves as the literati, and butchers and peddlers wore
sashes like officials.

Luxury consumption and the vain use of high-quality items were prevalent in
Fujian. The trend of disregarding dress codes was common among lower-class people.
Many individuals no longer adhered to the clothing regulations assigned by the
government based on hierarchy. Instead, they dressed according to their personalities
and wore clothing made of materials that were traditionally reserved for officials,
literati and nobles. In the late Ming Dynasty, the locals in Zhangzhou Prefecture were
all well-dressed, regardless of their status. Some young people made their sleeves
narrower and wore their hats crookedly, thinking they were very fashionable. In some
cities in Fujian, like Yanping and Jianning, people usually wore cotton clothing. They
believed that dyeing the cloth could make it good attire. However, with the growth of
the handicraft industry and commerce, clothing no longer reflected class. Luxurious
fabrics and furs were readily available for purchase. Even lower-class individuals also
began wearing the same dress as the literati and officials, such as the Tang scarf, Jin
scarf, gauze hat, and light red and deep purple dress, which broke the dress rules and
order. This trend of breaking the hierarchy of dressing had an impact on the order and
interpersonal relations in society. For instance, some tenant farmers did not comply
with the contract and refused to pay rent to landlords.

People in Fujian preferred rare and expensive food. In Jianyang, located in
Fujian, residents insisted on having several kinds of meat, aquatic products and
seafood in their dishes. This resulted in a requirement to kill various livestock and

fishes, of which only a small part was used for cooking. Apart from food, locals

352 (Ming) Jiang Zhun Z. Qi Hai Suo Tan &#8H#%, The Publishing House of Shanghai Academy of Social
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enjoyed organising sacrificial ceremonies, which required setting up many tents and
holding performances all night long. Those who participated in the performances
wore gorgeous clothes and adorned themselves with gold and jade. In the past, people
in Shaowu used to have lavish wedding banquets that lasted around five to six days.
During these events, people did not seem to care about the cost of the food served and
often piled their plates high with pork and beef, weighing around seven to eight

kilograms.3>3

However, some families spent too much money on these extravagant
celebrations and ended up falling into poverty.

Similarly, people did not worry about money when it came to funerals. There
was a tradition called the “gold jar” in Zhangan. Families would bury their deceased
loved ones, and after a few years, they would exhume the coffin to extract the white
bones, clean them, and place them in a tall gold jar. This jar was called the gold jar.
The jar would then be kept in a particular place to be exposed to sunshine and
moonlight. After a few more years, the jar would be buried once again.>>* All classes
spent extravagantly on weddings and funerals, often going into debt and making their
future lives unsustainable. Sadly, some families could not even afford to raise their
children and resorted to infanticide.

During the mid-to-late Ming Dynasty, Huizhou was known for its extravagance,
mainly due to the success of local merchants. These merchants had left their
hometowns and ventured to do business, earning staggering amounts of wealth. As a
result, many of these business people began to pursue luxury in their diet. In
Yangzhou Hua Fang Lu, there was a historical record of a wealthy salt merchant
couple who ordered their servants to prepare dozens of different dishes for each meal.
These dishes were served on small tables, and during the meal, the servants brought
up each small table one by one. If the couple did not express interest in the food on

the table, they would shake their heads, and the servants would replace the table with
a new one. Another salt merchant, Huang Juntai E 43X, had a unique breakfast
routine. He started his day with a bowl of bird’s nest soup and two eggs, followed by

ginseng soup. These were not ordinary eggs but were produced by special chickens

fed high-grade medicinal herbs. Each egg was valued at one tael of silver.

353 (Qing) Chen Shengshao FREXER. Ming Hui Dian [E]483%, Volume 5, Beijing: National Library China
Publishing House, 1983, 99.
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In terms of housing, the people of Huizhou demonstrated a trend towards luxury

consumption. Between 1600 and 1602, Wang Tingne SEZEIN built a garden in his

hometown that featured Changgong Lake and Hundreds Crane Tower as its
highlights. The lake was named after Wang Tingna and was known for its clear,
narrow and slender waters. The Hundreds Crane Tower was situated on the west side
of the garden and was known for its stunning views of white cranes circling the
building, especially during bright moonlit nights. The sound of the cranes could be
heard for a long time, adding to the garden’s beauty. In the town of Qian, wealthy
families had a unique custom when it came to marriage. They first bought a piece of
land in the village where their future son-in-law’s family resided. They then dug a
well in the place where their daughter would live after marriage as a part of the
dowry. In addition to gold or silver jewellery and clothing, the dowry items included a
redwood coffin. This symbolised that the bride would not have to depend on her
husband for anything from birth to death.

Similar to the situation in Class I regions, people in Class II regions benefited
from the commodity economy and were able to earn more money to spend on
luxuries. At the same time, people’s extravagant consumption violated the laws and

broke the hierarchy.

Class III Regions

Unlike the relatively concentrated Class I and II areas, the distribution of Class
IIT areas was more scattered. Class III areas were mainly located in southern regions
other than Class I and II and northern regions with accessible transportation and
abundant natural resources. Compared with Class I and II areas, Class III areas were
characterised by a lack of natural resources and slower economic development due to
remote geographical locations and relatively underdeveloped trading activities. Due to
the basic living problems that the local inhabitants faced, luxury consumption was not
considered a priority.

The development of Class III areas was slower than that of the drastic changes
happening in Class I and II areas. Class III areas engaged in commercial trade with

other areas, impacting the local economy. In Jiangxi, arable land was limited, but the

171



region had abundant raw materials, such as mountain goods and minerals, which
could be used for handicraft production. Jiangxi was renowned for producing
ceramics, paper, sugar, tobacco and cloth. Although Jiangxi was located in the
mountains, it had convenient transportation along the river, facilitating commercial
activities.>>> For instance, during the Ming Dynasty, Zhangshu, a city in Jiangxi, was
the centre of sales of medicinal materials. During the Ming Dynasty, merchants from
Fuzhou in Jiangxi Province travelled to remote Yunnan and other ethnic minority
areas, as well as Myanmar, to sell cloth and other commodities. Henan, classified as a
Class III area, was known for its abundant natural products. These products not only
met the needs of the local population but were also sold in the national market by
merchants. Some of the popular products from this region were persimmons, pears,
dates, walnuts, pepper, kapok, coal, iron and copper. In addition to Henan, certain
areas in North China had low agricultural productivity due to natural limitations such
as climate and soil. The average grain output in these regions was only half or one-
third of that in South China. During the mid-Ming Dynasty, local officials promoted
various industries such as textile, cotton planting, ceramics, mining, metallurgy,
paper-making, dyes, fruits and vegetables. This led to an improvement in the lives of
residents. Not only did local merchants trade, but those from Class I and II also
entered Class III to purchase raw materials and promote their products, such as the
Huizhou merchants. This circulation of goods and services strengthened economic
exchanges between Class III and other regions, thereby expanding the domestic
market. Furthermore, the literati from Class III lived in other regions after
successfully passing the imperial examination, bringing their new way of life back to
their hometowns.

The new economic activities increased the residents’ income and improved their
living conditions. The more prosperous cities and the spread of new consumption
concepts from other areas gradually led to residents of Class III regions, who initially

advocated frugality, indulging in luxurious consumption. In 1524, Tai Kang Xian Zhi

KEEE, an official document, recorded that people no longer dressed themselves

according to their status but instead based on their economic conditions and personal

preferences. Residents also started comparing each other’s clothing. Women began

355 (Ming) Wang Shixing E 1%, Guang Zhi Yi T~ &£, Volume 4. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1981, 80.
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using silk and satin to make dresses, setting their hair into higher buns and wearing
looser robes.*>¢ In addition to dress, people not only dressed luxuriously but also
indulged in rich food. The provincial capital of Henan, Kaifeng, had a thriving
catering industry. The streets were filled with restaurants, tea shops and vendors
selling goods. Ordinary restaurants served the dietary needs of the citizens, while
high-class garden restaurants provided extravagant food for dignitaries, wealthy
business people and nobles. The restaurants served local traditional foods and cuisines
from other cities in Henan and other provinces. Fine wine, tea, fresh fruits, and
desserts were also available. Some restaurants were set up on luxury cruise boats,
where singers entertained the guests with their beautiful singing or music and a
variety of delicious dishes were served, such as fresh fish, eels, turtles, shrimps, crabs,
smoked chicken, duck, goose, tofu and chicken. A new market called the Kitchen
Service Market emerged in Kaifeng, catering to those who wished to hold banquets
and hire famous chefs.?>>” In addition to dress and food, the affluent literati and
families of Henan also pursued other luxuries. They spent large sums of money on
creating exquisite courtyards and gardens adorned with many kinds of precious
flowers and trees. During the Chenghua period, houses in both urban and rural areas
of Henan gradually began to be built taller.

During the early Ming Dynasty, common people in Class III regions usually held
the belief that the couple who got married should come from families with similar
backgrounds and be in a similar financial situation. They opposed paying too much
attention to the gifts or money given by the bridegroom and preferred to have frugal
wedding feasts. However, as the commodity economy developed, large-scale and
expensive wedding banquets became popular in Henan. According to the Yushi
County Records, the wedding schedule was complex. Before getting engaged, the
bridegroom had to treat his important relatives with a feast and send them to the
bride’s home to obtain a card with the bride’s detailed birth data on it, from year,
month, day, hour, heavenly trunk and earthly branch. The bride’s family then held a
banquet to entertain the guests. The number of pigs and sheep used in the wedding

process ranged from 12 to 24, and the amount of food ranged from about 40 to 120

3% (Ming) Anon. Tai Kang Xian Zhi XEEE K, Volume 4, Shanghai Classics Publishing House, photocopied from
the edition in 1524, 228.
357 (Ming) Anon. Ru Meng Lu 3033, Zhengzhou: Zhongzhou Classics Publishing House, 1984, 28-57.
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Shi (one Shi is approximately 120 kilograms).*>® It was not uncommon for families to
fall into poverty due to the excessive cost of weddings. In Henan, it was popular for
affluent people to indulge in hobbies such as collecting antiques, publishing

anthologies, raising birds and flowers, and buying expensive plants. Zhou Lianggong

JE St L, for instance, had amassed a collection of ten thousand types of ink and

organised an exhibition named the Ink Festival, which received widespread acclaim.

In the early Ming Dynasty, Shanxi was a typical region where the commodity
economy developed slowly, and residents had low living standards. Some locals wore
mended clothes for years and never spent money because they had no money. Even
Xi’an city of Shanxi, which had a relatively high level of agricultural production, was
no exception to this trend. Ordinary people strictly abided by the hierarchy and dared
not use high-level items at will. During the Jiajing period (1522—1566), the residents
of Shanxi changed. People in Xi’an began to indulge in luxury consumption. This
trend continued into the Wanli period (1573-1620) when the luxury culture of the
Class I region influenced other regions’ residents’ desires for fashionable clothing and
high-quality food ingredients. Even Baishui, located in a mountainous area with a
previously undeveloped economy, saw an increase in luxury consumption. The locals
spent significant money on weddings and funerals, showcasing their newfound
wealth. With the rise of luxury, the traditional social hierarchy was disrupted, causing
resentment among the literati who disapproved of lower-class individuals dressing
extravagantly. The emergence of the commodity economy had indeed eroded the
social order. During the late Ming Dynasty, the people of Shanxi, a poor province in
Class III regions, began to indulge in luxury. Both commoners and literati adopted the
popular fashion of wearing headscarves and shoes despite the dressing ban imposed
by the emperors. At weddings, regardless of the couple’s wealth, brocade was used to
decorate the bridegroom’s gift given to the bride, including handkerchiefs in 40 or 50
colours. Regardless of rank, the bride was wearing a hair crown and a belt adorned
with pearls.

During the middle of the Ming Dynasty, the growth of the commodity economy
in Class III regions had a considerable influence on the local economy and the daily

lives of people. The impact was so significant that even those who initially followed
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the luxury ban increased their expenditure on clothing, housing, food and ceremonies.

As a result, there was a transformation in the consumption patterns of the public.

Regional Difference of Wu Yao

It can be seen that the phenomenon of Wu Yao did occur nationwide in the
middle and late Ming Dynasty, but the development conditions differed in various
regions.

Class I regions were the first to experience the phenomenon of Wu Yao and
might be considered the birthplace of the national luxury trend. Local chronicles
across the country indicate that most phenomena related to Wu Yao occurred during
the middle and late Ming Dynasty. In the Class I regions, luxury consumption
appeared in the early Ming Dynasty. For example, Suzhou was a city known for its
industrial and commercial activities. From 1426 to 1453, Kuang Zhong served as the

governor of Suzhou and noted in his work report that the city had already embraced

luxury customs. According to the records in Wang Qi’s Yu Pu Za Ji Zhi Yi BEZic,

the popularity of luxury in Suzhou can be traced back to the years 14361464 when it
returned to the prosperous scene that existed before the establishment of the Ming
Dynasty. The bustling scene described by Wang can be imagined from the travel
notes written by Marco Polo in the 13th century. After the Chenghua period (1465—
1487), the trend of luxury became even more popular and quickly spread to other
parts of the country through frequent merchant trades.*>

Meanwhile, compared with the Class I and II areas, the Wu Yao phenomenon in
the Class I regions appeared at the earliest and was the most severe. Officials in Class
I regions paid great attention to managing social customs and luxury consumption.
During their tenure, they formulated sumptuary policies or directly implemented
banning measures to rectify the locals’ luxury behaviours constantly. This also
reflected the serious situation of luxury consumption and arrogance in Class I regions.
Suzhou was a typical example of this issue. In the late 15th and 16th centuries,
Chinese officials introduced several laws that aimed to regulate the expenditure of

citizens. Controlling luxury had become an essential task for local officials since

3% (Ming) Wang Qi E4&, Yu Pu Za Ji Zhi Yi BEZRIE, Volume 5. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1984, 42.
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Kuang Zhong served as the governor of Suzhou.’*®® In 1567, Cai Guoxi #EE&

issued 20 chapters of sumptuary policies.>*! Hai Rui #8Hs, in 1568, announced 31

policies to promote frugality and prohibit luxury.?¢?

Luxury consumption was prevalent in Class I regions and embraced by all social
classes, from the wealthy aristocrats to the less affluent commoners. This widespread
participation of the lower class of society was seen as a threat by the ruling class, who
feared it might break through the boundaries of the ritual hierarchy. Consequently,
they prohibited it in every possible way. Although some lower-class residents were
frugal regarding food, they were willing to spend money on certain aspects such as
clothing, housing, transportation and entertainment. Even those struggling to survive,
as criticised by the literati Gong Wei, were not willing to compromise on wearing
silk, satin and gold jewellery instead of cotton clothes for themselves, their wives and
their daughters.>¢?

Residents in Class II and Class III regions were less interested in luxury
consumption than those in Class I regions. This might be due to the economic

imbalance between the two regions. For instance, in the Class II region of Fujian,

towns like Tingzhou ST, Yongding 7K%E, Shouning #FT, Guihua 31t and

Liancheng 3 had poor external transportation links, less developed commodity

economies, and were relatively poor. Therefore, the locals could not imitate the
lifestyle of people in prosperous towns who indulged in extravagant trends. There is
little mention of luxury consumption in the existing local chronicles and other

materials. According to some travelogues written by literati, the living conditions of

residents were relatively poor. For instance, in Min Shu Feng Su Zhi & XA &, He

Qiaoyuan {AJFFIZ described the land in Liancheng as barren and the residents as

360 (Ming) Kuang Zhong JL4¥. Kuang Tai Shou Ji L R<FEE, Volume 12, Nanjing: Jiangsu People’s Publishing
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impoverished. They worked hard and lived frugally.>** Feng Menglong /3%, a

local official in Shouning, observed that the residents there were only able to afford
cotton clothing, while silk and satin were considered rare luxuries. Most of their
utensils were made of wood. Even a small fish of two to three inches was considered
a delicacy when they held dinner parties. The pork, chicken, and duck served were
very thin and difficult to chew. Fresh fruits were scarce, and the only treats available
were steamed cakes and candies.?®

During the Ming Dynasty, the growth of the urban commodity economy and the
prosperity of cities led to changes in the consumption habits of city residents. This
resulted in extravagant and unruly behaviour among some of them. However, these
social changes were mostly confined to areas with prosperous commerce and
concentrated consumer populations. In some remote rural areas, people continued to

live frugally.
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Chapter Twelve: The Continuation of Sumptuary Laws in

the Qing Dynasty

During the Ming Dynasty, the growth of the commodity economy changed how
people consumed goods, influenced popular beliefs, and impacted the traditional
agrarian society and hierarchical system. This change was a sign of a significant shift
in imperial Chinese society. However, this transformation occurred during the cyclical
rise and fall of the Chinese autocratic dynasties. The traditional system, although
weakened, continued to be upheld, and it could not break away from the system of
rituals and laws. When the Manchu forces overthrew the Ming Dynasty and
established the last autocratic dynasty, the Qing Dynasty, the new regime aimed to
use rituals and laws to reassert control over the populace. Similarly to the Ming
Dynasty, the emperors in the Qing Dynasty promoted frugality and enacted laws
prohibiting extravagance. However, ordinary people frequently disregarded these
laws, and the Wu Yao phenomenon that occurred in the Ming Dynasty also occurred

repeatedly in the Qing Dynasty.

Sumptuary laws in the Qing Dynasty

In 1644, the Qing army entered the country with strength and established a
regime. After a prolonged period of war and widespread natural disasters, the
emperors of the Qing Dynasty faced financial constraints. In 1651, the government
needed 15,734,000 taels of silver to meet all the expenses for one year, but the various
taxes only yielded 14,859,000 taels of silver, leaving a shortage of 875,000 taels.>%¢
During a severe financial crisis, Emperor Shunzhi (1638—1661) made significant
efforts to save money and strictly prohibited waste. He also required the princes and
ministers to be frugal and not extravagant. In 1651, extravagance was a significant
accusation among the 14 charges against Dorgon, a Manchu prince.>$” After Shunzhi,

Emperor Kangxi (1654—1722) ascended the throne and continued the previous
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national policy. Emperor Kangxi formulated systematic and rational political
strategies, including advocating frugality and prohibiting extravagance. He believed
that the first thing an emperor needed to do was to stabilise the country, distinguish

368

between social classes, promote frugality and prohibit extravagance.’*® Emperor

Kangxi set an example by dressing modestly, and the nobles and ministers followed

him, refraining from using expensive items such as gold and silver utensils.*%’

During
the Ming Dynasty, the palace had around 9,000 women and 100,000 eunuchs serving,
but during Emperor Kangxi’s reign, this number drastically reduced to only 400 to
500 men and women. In addition, Emperor Kangxi also decreased the expenses of the
Guanglu Temple from 600,000 or 700,000 taels of silver to 40,000 or 50,000 taels of
silver and the Ministry of Works expenses from 1 million taels to 150,000 taels
annually.37°

Emperor Kangxi visited the southern region of the Yangtze River six times and
toured the frontier on multiple occasions. In order to minimise the impact on
residents, he practiced frugality while on his tours. He instructed officials in Beijing
to reserve all necessary supplies and directed soldiers to avoid damaging crops or
trampling on seedlings. The archives of the Qing Dynasty contain a detailed list of
food supplies from his Eastern tour, noting that all food, including coarse and refined
grains, chickens, sheep and vegetables, were provided by the royal farms or
warehouses in the capital.>”! Emperor Kangxi not only set an example of frugality but
also strictly supervised his officials and subordinates. Emperor Kangxi believed that
only by promoting and practising frugality among local officials could a simple way
of living be established in society. Consequently, he reformed the administration of
officials on a large scale and praised those who were frugal and honest. This led to the
emergence of a group of local officials who embraced simple living, such as Yu
Chenglong, Peng Peng and Lu Longqi. Emperor Kangxi also repeatedly advised
ordinary people. In the ninth year of his rule, he issued the “Sixteen Articles of the

Sacred Edict” as a code of conduct for everyone to follow daily. One of the essential
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articles stressed the importance of agriculture and sericulture in providing enough

372 Whenever there were

food and clothing and encouraged frugality to save money.
weddings, funerals, festivals, and other events involving extravagance and waste,
Emperor Kangxi would frequently summon the clan leaders to oversee them.?”

After taking the throne, Emperor Yongzheng (1678—1735), Kangxi’s son,
continued his father’s policy of promoting frugality in governing the country, drawing
inspiration from the simplicity of Emperor Kangxi. He instructed eunuchs to inspect
the furnishings of the palace and the summer resort.>’”* The modest furnishings made
Emperor Yongzheng realise that he was too extravagant. Emperor Yongzheng clearly
understood the adverse effects of extravagance. In 1723, he promptly initiated
measures to address this issue and instructed all governors to curb extravagance
within three years. Any officials who failed to comply within that timeframe would be
dismissed and barred from future employment in the government.>”> Emperor
Yongzheng took the rectification of all Manchu households as a starting point and
issued a series of edicts prohibiting extravagance.

The sumptuary laws issued by the Qing emperors were similar to those of the
Ming Dynasty. These laws restricted the material lifestyles of people of different
ranks, including setting standards for food, clothing, housing, transportation,
weddings, funerals and social interaction. The emperors continued the practice of
using dress to indicate a person’s identity and status, thus distinguishing social
classes. An official dress code was established from 1643 to 1644. At that time, casual
wear had no restrictions, which led to confusion in how people of different ranks
dressed, including confusion of dress between the nobility and the commoners, with
no clear distinction between the upper and lower classes. After Kangxi’s reign, rulers
began to emphasise the importance of the crown and dress code. In 1662, civilians
were prohibited from using satin with serpent designs, Japanese satin, and sable fur.37¢

In 1672, fur hats made of fox chest and abdomen or armpit fur were prohibited for
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soldiers and civilians, and using gold for ornaments was forbidden. Members of the
Yue Hu, a lower-class group engaged in singing, dancing, and playing instruments,
typically relatives of criminal officials, were not allowed to wear various kinds of
satin or leather clothes. Additionally, their hats could not be made of green silk or
decorated with green silk edges. In 1687, during the 26th year of Emperor Kangxi’s
reign, officials and civilians were not allowed to use satin fabric with four-claw
dragons and hidden patterns. Satin had to be woven according to the individual’s
rank, and hidden patterns were not allowed in colours such as Qiu Xiang, a kind of
yellowish-green or olive.>”” In 1730, specific materials for the top decoration of
officials’ hats were mandated based on rank. For the top decorations of their hats, first
and second-rank officials used coral, third-rank officials used sapphire or blue
transparent glass, fourth-rank officials used lapis lazuli or blue glass, and fifth-rank
officials used crystal or white transparent glass. Sixth-rank officials used black
transparent glass, while seventh to ninth-rank officials used gold tops.>”8

During the rule of Emperor Qianlong, clothing regulations became stricter. In
1738, individuals below the rank of the prince were prohibited from wearing gold-
woven colourful clothes with five-claw dragons satin. They were permitted to wear
these clothes only if given as a reward by the emperor, but the dragon pattern had to
be altered to four claws. Mink clothes were reserved for officials ranked fifth or
higher.’”® If a servant dressed inappropriately, their master would also face
consequences. In 1740, it was specified that officials below the third-rank could not
wear red raincoats and rain hats. In 1768, the regulations were amended to permit
officials above the third-rank to wear bright red rain hats. Officials from the fourth to
sixth ranks could wear red-topped rain hats with black edging, while officials from the
seventh, eighth, and ninth ranks could wear black-topped rain hats with red edging.?%°

Everyday items for civilians were also limited. Soldiers and civilians were
prohibited from using yellow, purple or vermilion. Regular women could only wear

one piece of gold jewellery and a pair of gold earrings, and their clothes could not be
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adorned with gold embroidery. Household curtains, whether for official or civilian
use, could not feature bright yellow or dragon and phoenix patterns.’®! In 1668, a rule
was established for the seating arrangements at wedding ceremonies based on the rank
of the individuals. According to this rule, the wedding of a first-rank noble would
have 26 tables, a first-rank official’s wedding would have 16 tables, a second-rank
official’s wedding would have 12 tables, a third-rank official’s wedding would have
nine tables, a fourth-rank official’s wedding would have eight tables, and a fifth-rank
official’s wedding would have six tables. In 1723, regulations were introduced
regarding the gifts that officials could give to the bride’s family. Officials above the
fourth-rank were restricted to providing no more than eight feet of satin, eight pieces
of gold and silver jewellery, and ten kinds of food. Officials below the fifth-rank
could give two fewer items in each category, while officials below the eighth rank
were allowed to provide another two fewer items. For military and civilian personnel,
the number of silks and fruit boxes was limited to four each.’®? The Qing emperors
promoted simplicity in funerals. When soldiers and civilians passed away, they were
buried with five sets of clothes, one layer of coffin cover and a set of horse harnesses.
The coffin cover was made of blue silk for officials below the ninth-rank and blue
cotton cloth for soldiers and ordinary people.>®® For sacrifices, officials from the first
to third ranks were given a sheep and a pig, while officials from the fourth to seventh
ranks received only a pig, and officials from the eighth rank and below did not receive
a whole pig. During seasonal festivals, officials from the first to third ranks were
given four kinds of fresh fruits, four kinds of vegetables, four bowls of rice and four
meat dishes. Ordinary people had even fewer. Each table was limited to four types of

food, fruit and vegetables during sacrifices.%*

Supervision and Punishment

To enforce the sumptuary decree, the Qing emperors established supervisors and
penalty measures. As soon as an illegal act was found, it was promptly prohibited. In

1687, Emperor Kangxi found out that some Han soldiers were gathering to drink and
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hold extravagant banquets during the mourning period for their parents. He instructed
the Han army commander and deputy commander to prohibit such activities.
Kangxi’s son, the emperor Yongzheng, accused the officials of constantly vying for
extravagance in both good and bad times, believing it would influence the lower
classes to do the same.’®® Wealthy families used to bury gold and silver with the
deceased. Emperor Yongzheng felt that this practice was not only unhelpful to the
deceased but could also lead to others coveting their possessions, resulting in tomb
robbing.*¥” Consequently, he issued a decree to prohibit this tradition. In 1740, during
the mourning period, the people of Hunan held banquets and opera performances
from morning till night. Even those with limited financial resources sang all night
long, and those who ever held official positions but retired to their hometowns also
participated in the practice. Emperor Qianlong ordered that the officials who violated
the rules be identified, given a hundred strokes, and stripped of their official titles.®
In the same year, some low-ranking officials misused python robes, and the
decorative animal statues on the roofs of officials and commoners were also used in
violation of etiquette. The emperor Qianlong ordered the punishment of these
violators.**

In 1723, during the first year of Yongzheng’s reign, he noticed that some
officials were not wearing court beads according to their ranks. As a result, he
established a special inspection team to address this issue. However, the inspection
team began to abuse their power by extorting officials under the guise of conducting
inspections. Upon uncovering this misconduct, Emperor Yongzheng ordered the
punishment of the inspectors who had violated the rules.**® The emperors required
superiors to oversee their subordinates and held those superiors responsible for any
rule violations by their subordinates. In 1737, more detailed regulations were
introduced. The Zongrenfu, an institution responsible for managing royal family
affairs, investigated the royal family members. The Ministry of Personnel and War

supervised civil and military ministers. If family members and subordinates were not
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adequately controlled, and this led to their wrongdoing, the wrongdoers and their
supervisors would be punished.?®! The law of collective responsibility was enforced
to ensure management at all levels.

The Qing emperors enforced supervision among the middle and upper classes
and required local officials to implement laws against extravagance among the lower
classes. Many local officials took practical measures to promote frugality and limit
extravagant consumption in the areas they managed. In 1684, Tang Bin, an official in
charge of Suzhou, made a decree prohibiting enslaved people and entertainers from
wearing satin, mink hats, or boots. He encouraged the public to report violations and
sent the offenders to the government. Luxury goods that were prohibited were either
confiscated or given to the informants.’*> Another official, Cen He, established the
material living standards for the residents. At banquets, the number of dishes served
should not exceed five plates, and livestock should not be slaughtered. For wedding
expenses, the bride was allowed to bring a set of cotton clothes, a handkerchief, and a
few dressing utensils as a dowry. He restricted women from wearing fancy clothes,
believing that it would encourage them to engage in immoral behaviour.*?

In relation to sacrificial activities, the rulers made a decree stating that
individuals were not allowed to worship gods in private. Anyone who privately
burned incense at night, lit sky lanterns, or insulted the gods would be punished with
80 strokes of the cane. If a woman violated the rules of sacrifice, the head of her
family would be held accountable.?®* In 1725, the state prohibited the celebration of
festivals to welcome the gods, and participation of young men and women would
implicate their parents. The individual responsible for leading the welcoming
ceremony would be punished for a serious offence and be hit with a stick 100
times.>*> During the Song Dynasty (960—1279) in Hangzhou, a place for folk art
performances called “Wa She” was strictly prohibited by Emperor Kangxi (1662—
1722). Entertainment venues were neglected because local officials believed this

indicated a return to more simple folk customs. Theatrical performances were seen as
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a threat to people’s well-being. Emperor Kangxi outlawed popular plays about
Confucius and other respected figures. In 1727, Emperor Yongzheng, Kangxi’s son,
banned the portrayal of Guan Yu, a notable military general from the Han Dynasty, in
dramas.’*® The right of the people to read erotic novels was sometimes also taken
away. In 1714, it was stipulated that all erotic novels in the communities should be
strictly investigated and banned, and the books destroyed. Violators who printed and
sold banned books would be punished with caning or exile.*®” During that period,
men were allowed to burn incense and worship Buddha, but women were forbidden
from entering temples to burn incense and meet monks. Women’s worship of Buddha
was considered improper, and the husbands and sons of women who broke these rules
would be punished with 40 strokes. Additionally, if the temple abbot and gatekeeper
did not prevent women from burning incense, they would face the same punishment
as the rule breakers.>*8

The emperors introduced the sumptuary decree to maintain their privileged status
and ensure that common people excessively revered the imperial power. The
emperors imposed severe punishments on officials and nobles who exceeded their
authority. When Emperor Shunzhi investigated Dorgon’s actions, he believed that
Dorgon had exceeded his authority by using the emperor’s ceremonial music and
attendants and that the houses Dorgon built were no different from the imperial
palace.?”® One of the significant reasons why Kangxi deposed the crown prince for
the second time was that the crown prince’s attire and possessions exceeded the
boundaries by using the emperor’s exclusive yellow colour.*®® When Minister Nian
Gengyao was convicted, he was criticised for exceeding his authority in 16 instances,
including wearing a yellow coat and his son wearing an illegal robe. The walls of his
house were painted with four-clawed dragons. The trumpeters and drummers all wore
satin python robes. The violations of these high-class people in their consumption

habits were considered significant offences.
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The Failure of Sumptuary Laws

During the Qing Dynasty, the emperor and the royal family did not lead by
example in terms of being frugal and prohibiting extravagance. The royal family
began constructing large-scale buildings from the middle to late Qianlong period. For
instance, the number of buildings in the Summer Palace rose from 16 during the
Kangxi and Yongzheng periods to 38 by 1764. The Summer Palace had 36 scenes
during Kangxi’s reign, which expanded to 72 during the late reign of his grandson,
Emperor Qianlong. While there were 28 scenes in the Old Summer Palace during the
reign of Yongzheng, the number increased to 40 in the late Qianlong period.**! These
civil engineering projects all incurred substantial costs. Emperor Qianlong became
even more fond of extravagance in his later years. In 1780, a birthday celebration
team led by the sixth prince of the emperor and the military minister Heshen was
established a year prior to celebrating Emperor Qianlong’s 70th birthday. During the
celebration, the over 300-mile road from Beijing to Chengde was lined with trees
decorated with red silk. Official tribute teams from all over the country were so
numerous that there was no end. The tributes included 17,963 statues of the Buddha,
along with countless other offerings.**> The “Feasts for the Elderly” held in 1785 and
1796 were large-scale events designed to honour and show respect to older people. In
1785, Emperor Qianlong presented all the participants with gifts such as antiques,
mink furs, and silks. This reward alone cost more than one million taels of silver. The
cost of these banquets was very high. For instance, the banquet in 1796 had over
8,000 attendees.*® In the spring of 1780, Emperor Qianlong made his fifth tour of
Jiangsu. Officials along the way competed to please him with extravagance. When the
emperor’s boat arrived outside the city, a massive, brightly coloured, lovely peach-
shaped structure stood on the shore from afar. Suddenly, fireworks shot up into the
sky, the peach cracked, and a stage emerged with hundreds of actors performing a
play to celebrate the emperor’s birthday. Emperor Qianlong loved to travel and led a

luxurious life, taking no less than 150 tours of various kinds.**
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After Empress Dowager Cixi came to power, the annual expenses of the palace
doubled. From 1870, large-scale construction projects were initiated, costing tens of
millions of taels.**®> In 1894, to celebrate her 60th birthday, Empress Dowager Cixi
established a particular office a year in advance. The plan was to renovate the
Summer Palace to use it as a venue for receiving congratulations. All roads from the
Imperial Palace to the Summer Palace were refurbished, and the routes both inside
and outside the city were divided into 60 sections to create scenic spots. The national
treasury was depleted, and the costs of these projects even drew from the navy and
railway funds. It was estimated that about 80 million taels of silver from the navy
fund were used to construct the Summer Palace. The expenses for the banquet in
Cixi’s palace totalled 230,000 taels, while the opera performances cost 520,000 taels
of silver. Additionally, 230,000 taels were spent on dragon robes and other clothing
materials. Altogether, Empress Dowager Cixi spent 980,000 taels of silver on
celebrations for her birthday. This amount was equivalent to a year’s salary for 20,000
new troops.*%

The emperors were highly extravagant, setting an example for their ministers.
One of the most powerful ministers, Heshen, lived lavishly during his over 20 years in
power. According to estimates based on “Heshen's property lists”, he had 263 houses,
over 300 small self-ringing clocks, more than 280 foreign watches, 230 jade
ornaments, 32 tables of gold bowls and plates, 43 pure gold washbasins, 56 silver
washbasins, over 28,000 pieces of jewellery, 100 gold ingots, 5.8 million taels of pure
gold, 5.83 million taels of silver, over 680 kilograms of ginseng, 713 mink coats, 26
sable coats, more than 650 women’s clothes and over 8,000 hectares of land.
Heshen'’s total property was valued at more than 400 million taels of silver, equivalent

497 Even his servant, Liu

to the Qing government’s fiscal revenue for eight years.
Quan, had assets worth more than 200,000 taels, including valuable items such as
large pearls and pearl bracelets. The minister, Qian Shouchun, possessed 82 jade
ornaments and a sandalwood mountain bonsai with 120 gold statues on it, weighing a

total of more than 358 taels of gold. He had 21 plates of coral, jadeite, amber,
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beeswax, crystal jade, court beads, 12 self-ringing clocks and 391 other antiques.*%®
Wang Huizu, who lived in Zhejiang during the reigns of Yongzheng, Qianlong and
Jiaqing, described the changes in folk customs in his hometown during the Qianlong
period. He argued that his hometown had always been known for its simplicity, but in
the past 20 years, it had become increasingly sophisticated. When friends and guests
gathered together, they all wore fur in winter and light, soft gauze in summer.
Sheepskin clothes were no longer worth mentioning, and ramie was also rare. Among
ten women, seven wore fur, feathers, and satin.*”® The extravagant style extended to
the army. The generals had lavish dinners together in remote forests and hills. Even in
these isolated areas, they feasted on crabs, fish and other delicacies. Each banquet
would cost five or six taels of silver and include as many as 30 or 40 dishes, not to
mention the additional cost of compensating actors and servants.*!?

The Qing government introduced strict sumptuary laws, supervisors, and
punishment measures to deter excessive and extravagant behaviour. However, the
excessive and extravagant behaviour did not disappear. Wealthy merchants continued
to be the primary consumers of luxury goods. For instance, the salt merchants in
Yangzhou, as the leading commercial group in the nation, held a monopoly over the
entire salt industry. According to statistics from Huang Junzai, a Qing literati, the salt
merchants sold the salt at three or four times the price they paid for it. This resulted in
annual profits of at least 20 million taels of silver, which were then used to fuel their
luxurious lifestyles.*!! The salt merchants lived luxurious lives, demanding high
quality in all their possessions and employing many servants. They were very
particular about their houses and had many private gardens in Yangzhou. Salt
merchants spared no expense in building these gardens. To build a beautiful garden,
the Huang brothers even spent thousands of tales of gold to buy a precious gardening
manual. The design and construction of these gardens were highly sophisticated. In
Xu Zanhou’s “Water Bamboo Garden”, a pair of verses written vertically on the sides

of a doorway was presented on a black lacquer background. The verses were
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decorated with needle-carved words and paintings and overlaid with gold foil,
creating a dynamic showcase.*'?> Nan Garden, named “Nine Mountain Peak Garden”
by Emperor Qianlong, was adorned with numerous uniquely shaped Taihu stones.
These stones were found in Taihu Lake, where waves naturally eroded them, forming
various holes and unusual shapes. Despite the high transportation costs, salt

merchants invested significant money to feature these stones in their gardens.*!3

Salt merchants employed skilled chefs known as “home cooks ZX/&” to enhance

the flavour of their food. These talented chefs created inventive dishes such as Wensi
tofu, stir-fried meat with shredded pears, ten flavours of pig heads, mixed sturgeon,
roasted whole lamb, crab noodles and fish paste. The salt merchants sometimes got
tired of the dishes cooked by the home chef. They took a large boat loaded with wine
and delicious food and had a picnic on the Slender West Lake. During these picnics,

414 Yangzhou locals also paid

they hired other chefs to cook famous dishes for them.
much attention to the fashion of dress, and silk clothes adorned with round flowers
were once popular. Over time, colours such as blue, black, grey, golden yellow, and
cherry red became increasingly popular. On Cuihua Street, adjacent to the salt
merchants’ houses, many shops were selling different kinds of jewellery.
Additionally, the street hosted many dress stores and shoe and hat shops. The
women’s shoes were crafted with camphor wood soles, intricately carved in various
designs such as apricot leaves, lotus seeds, and lotus flowers. The women’s top
clothes for sale were two feet and eight inches long with two feet wide sleeves, which
were decorated with embroidery. Mink fur, fox fur and other furs were commonly
used in winter. Women’s long skirts were made from multiple pieces of satin, each
intricately embroidered on both sides and trimmed with gold thread. These satin skirts
were referred to as phoenix tail skirts. The folds of the entire satin fabric were
exquisite and compact, forming what was known as a “hundred-fold skirt”, while the
24-fold skirt was referred to as a “jade skirt”. Clothing constantly changed, with new

dresses driving excessive consumption and necessitating new creations to keep up
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with fashion.*!> Even the enslaved people in the salt merchants” homes lived a
comfortable life. Every day, they accompanied their masters on outings, enjoying
flowers, fishing and playing musical instruments to pass the time.

Wealthy merchants enjoyed a wide range of entertainment activities in addition

to their lavish lifestyles. Many of them had private drama troupes at home, known as

“Neiban PRIIE” due to their love for drama and desire to follow the trend. Most of

these opera troupes performed Kunqu Opera, offering a variety of plays and featuring
famous folk actors and actresses. If talented new actors emerged in the community,
the merchants would hire them to join their troupe. Notable actors of that time
included Chen Yunjiu, Yang Baguan and Hao Yaoxiu.*!® The props used by the
troupes were all made at the salt merchants’ expense. Supporting these actors was a
significant expense. For instance, the Chuntai and Deyin troupes cost 30,000 taels of

417 Tn addition to watching

gold every year just for their master’s family banquets.
plays, some wealthy merchants sought pleasure in extravagant and often absurd ways.
For example, some wealthy individuals owned numerous horses, each costing much
money. They would ride out of the city every morning and return at sunset, proudly

418 Tt was said that certain rich people instructed

displaying their horses to onlookers.
their servants to purchase a large amount of gold foil, transport it to the top of a
mountain, and then scatter it in the wind without any intention of retrieving it. In
another instance, wealthy individuals purchased all the tumbler toys in the city and
threw them into a stream, causing a blockage.*!® Moreover, some people created
wooden sculptures of naked women with mechanical attributes and placed them in
banquet halls to startle guests.*?

During the Qing Dynasty, people typically spent substantial money on
significant events like weddings. The betrothal gift was a sum of money or physical
items given by the groom’s family to the bride’s family as an engagement present.

The dowry primarily consisted of furniture and gold and silver jewellery given to the
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bride by her family. The groom’s family gave gifts the bride’s family many gifts, such
as money, gold hairpins, silk, fruit soup and tea, and in return, the bride’s family gave
gifts, such as pens, inkstones, boots, hats, robe cakes and fruits. The bride’s family
gifted a big plate in a box carried by eight or four people with the bride’s date of birth
on a post. The box was decorated with knots made of gold or silver thread and
contained a pair of gold or silver dolls, small gold and silver ingots, and other
items.*?! The gifts mentioned above exchanged by couples could bankrupt a low-
income family. This was the wedding standard for upper-middle-class families in the
city. During the middle and late Qing Dynasty, despite frequent wars and economic
decline in Jiangnan, betrothal gifts did not decrease. With increased trade with
Shanghai, Jiading County adopted the extravagant habits of Shanghai, spending at
least 500 taels of gold on wedding expenses. Luxury consumption also became
popular in the Hangzhou region. Middle-class families offered a hundred taels of gold
as betrothal gifts, while the minimum standard for low-income families was several
dozen taels of gold.*?? In the Jiangnan region, it was customary for the bride’s family
to purchase furniture and other daily necessities and send them to the groom’s house
the day before the wedding. Families in Hangzhou commonly gave betrothal gifts or
dowry, which included numerous items such as suitcases, boxes, cabinets (referred to
as “inner room items”’), as well as dressing and washing utensils (referred to as “outer
room items”). The groom gave numerous betrothal gifts to the bride. In Hangzhou, the
groom’s family provided a golden crown, hairpins, earrings, gold and jade ornaments,
bracelets, pearls and gemstones. They attached these jewellery items to two beautiful
pieces of red cardboard and showed them to friends and family. Other gifts included
cosmetics, silk threads, wedding eggs and dried fruits.*?

The wedding reception was also a significant expense, which was necessary for
the wedding. Hosting a wedding banquet was not only simple consumer behaviour but
also social behaviour. Families hosting the banquet aimed to collect gifts and gift
money through it. During the Qianlong period in Puyuan Town, the wedding banquets
included a wide variety of dishes and paid attention to the exquisiteness of the food.

Each table offered 12 plates of food; sugarcane and oranges were also placed on the
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table in a tower shape, and ornaments carved into flowers or cranes were placed on
the top.*>* With the expansion of international trade and improvements in
transportation, a wide variety of seafood and exotic delicacies began to be featured at
wedding banquets. Towards the end of the Qing Dynasty, these banquets became
increasingly lavish, and ingredients like shark fins and duck meat were no longer
considered rare. Additionally, barbecue emerged as a popular new dish.*>> Wedding
banquets in the Huzhou area had even incorporated Western cuisine.*?® During the
Jiaqing period, at wedding banquets in Changsha, Song tableware was replaced by
palace-style tableware. However, this palace-style tableware soon became outdated

and was replaced by ice trays.**’

The cost of a wedding banquet was equivalent to the
living expenses of a low-income family for an entire year. It was common for the
public to use drums and ceremonial guards at weddings, and middle-class families
even borrowed official ceremonial guards. In 1878, the local official of Baoshan
issued a notice prohibiting sedan chair bearers from monopolising the area and
extorting money from wedding and funeral families. This showed that the high cost of
wedding ceremonies at that time had attracted the government’s attention. In a
traditional wedding, the groom and bride’s families typically invited four to six
matchmakers. The host of the wedding banquet gave the matchmakers a red packet
with money as payment. Wealthy families often made agreements with the

matchmakers in advance to avoid potential issues arising from unreasonable requests

for large sums of money.*?

Causes of Failure

The widespread extravagant and illegal behaviours exhibited by ordinary people
during the Qing Dynasty could be attributed to the failure of the sumptuary laws. This
failure was primarily due to the deliberate sabotage by the upper class, led by the
emperors. There were, of course, other factors at work. As the Qing Dynasty

progressed, the emperors and the government enforced these laws less stringently. In
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1751, the imperial censor Sun Zongpu proposed creating more specific laws
prohibiting excessive spending on weddings, funerals and food. However, the
emperor Qianlong believed that customs differed from region to region and that it was
unsuitable to impose consistent consumption restrictions. Additionally, the emperor
believed that the wealthy’s lavish spending helped address the poor’s financial
difficulties. In 1781, when Minister Liu Tiancheng suggested banning wasteful
banquets and extravagant clothing among the people, Qianlong believed that it would
be difficult to enforce and that extravagant consumption was inevitable.*?° The
ministers requested that the village be prohibited from holding festivals to welcome
the gods. However, Qianlong thought it was unnecessary. Initially, the people of
Jiangsu and Zhejiang were forbidden to go out to watch operas or burn incense in
temples. The Tianzhu Temple in Hangzhou was dedicated to Guanyin Bodhisattva,
and people went there to worship and pray during the Spring and Autumn Festivals.
Emperor Qianlong believed this activity was a long-standing custom and should not
be stopped.*** Theatre performances were the professions and places on which
merchants and some citizens in Suzhou, Hangzhou, Huaiyang, and other places relied
for their livelihoods and should not be banned.

The sumptuary laws had the downside of being slow to update. As living
standards improved, common people had more choices in their consumption, and
fashion trends changed frequently. In the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions during the
Tongzhi and Guangxu periods (1862—-1874), men and women preferred loose
clothing. Men wore white cloth socks and short boots with narrow uppers and soles
about an inch thick. The man’s hair hung loosely behind his head in braids. From the
Guangxu period to the Xuantong period (1875-1911), men’s clothing started to
become more fitted, with longer outer robes that could cover the feet and shorter
jackets above the navel. The soles of the shoes also became thinner.*}! Prostitutes in
Shanghai used heavy make-up to hide facial blemishes, and many women copied this
style. After women’s schools became increasingly common, female students started

wearing lighter make-up.**? Regarding clothing colours, the exclusive use of yellow,

429 Tbid., Draft History of Qing & %8, Volume , 503-535.
430 Tbid., Qing Bai Lei Chao 7ET8E4%), Volume 10, 4668.
41 Tbid., Qing Bai Lei Chao 7ET8E4E), Volume 13, 6147.

432 Tbid., Qing Bai Lei Chao 7&T8E4%), Volume 13, 6148.
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reserved for the emperor, was no longer mindlessly pursued. In Hanzhong, white
became popular, and both men and women began wrapping their heads with white
cloth or yellow silk.*3?

During the early Qing Dynasty, transportation evolved rapidly, much like
clothing. Initially, officials used sedan chairs for travel, with the richness of the
chair’s decoration reflecting the owners’ noble status. By 1900, Western-style horse-
drawn carriages had become famous as a mode of transportation. During the late Qing
Dynasty, new forms of transportation like cars, trams, rickshaws, trains, steamships
and ships emerged alongside horse-drawn carriages.*** The once-prestigious sedan
chairs had lost their significance. Many luxury consumer goods, such as dragon-
patterned clothes and silk tribute satin, were no longer in demand and were considered
outdated. Although laws specified the amount of food and the number of banquet
tables for social events like weddings and funerals, people no longer adhered to the
ban on luxury items while entertaining guests. Instead, they were more interested in
acquiring modern consumer goods such as suits, Western food, houses, cars and
motorcycles. The significance of the ban on luxury gradually declined during this

period.

Summary

Based on the proposal, implementation, enforcement, and effects of the
sumptuary laws in the Qing Dynasty, it appears that all sumptuary laws in imperial
China had similar rules. In the early period of the empire, the emperors promoted
frugality and restricted luxury due to the urgent need for national recovery after the
war. As national strength recovered and the material base gradually enriched, the
rulers of the late kingdom began living in luxury. Consequently, officials and ordinary
people imitated the royal members’ extravagant spending habits, unintentionally
violating the sumptuary laws on extravagance. The sumptuary laws eventually proved
ineffective due to being too cumbersome, not being updated in time, and being
difficult to enforce. In an empire, the extravagant behaviour of the lower classes

undoubtedly violated class norms. Violations, transgressions and disobedience to the

433 Tbid., Qing Bai Lei Chao &84, Volume 13, 6150.

434 Tbid., Qing Bai Lei Chao 7&T834%), Volume 13, 6106-6110.
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emperor angered the rulers more than the extravagant behaviour. The sumptuary laws

were merely a futile effort by the emperors to manage people of different classes.

195



Chapter Thirteen: Sumptuary Laws in Global Perspective
from 1200 to 1700

In the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644), emperors and other high-class people felt
anxious about the uncontrolled and untimely consumption of luxury by low-class
people. The emperors of the Ming Dynasty formulated some detailed sumptuary laws
on luxury goods to govern the consumption behaviour of the public. Coincidentally, at
about the same time as the Ming Dynasty, from 1200 to 1700, similar sumptuary laws
to restrict consumption and to distinguish different ranks of people also appeared in
Italy, Spain, France and Japan, among other countries. The legislative purposes,
content, enforcement and penalties of sumptuary laws in these countries were similar
to those in imperial China. Whether in China, Europe, or other countries, sumptuary
laws were not a useless moral condemnation from high-class people to the lower class
but a practical means to deal with practical problems.*> They constituted an
intermediate means of regulating consumption, suitable for the context of the rising
growth of commodities. As a product of a specific period, sumptuary laws were

doomed to fail.*3¢

Sumptuary Laws and Class

One of the essential features of sumptuary laws in the Ming Dynasty (1368—
1644), including those before the Ming Dynasty, was that it began by assuming

eternal status hierarchies and then assigning specific categories of items to different

ranks of people. For example, in 1393, the emperor Zhu Yuanzhang 5k JTI&

introduced the sumptuary laws on utensils to limit the consumption of the public and
distinguish different ranks of people. The first and second ranks of the nobles and
officials were allowed to use gold flagons and cups to drink wine, and they could also

use other silver utensils. Officials of the third to fifth ranks could use silver wine

435 Killerby, Catherine Kovesi. Sumptuary Law in Italy, 1200~1500. Oxford University Press, 2002, 41.
436 Appadurai, Arjun. The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. Cambridge University
Press, 1986, 25.
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flagons and gold cups. The sixth to ninth ranks used silver cups and other porcelain
utensils. As for the common people without titles, they should use tin flagons or silver
cups, and their other utensils were made of porcelain or lacquerware, but the pattern
of dragons and phoenixes was forbidden in their utensils.**” Other countries have
similar sumptuary laws to restrict low-class people. In 1229, King Louis VIII of
France issued a decree limiting the dress of nobles.**® A few years later, in 1234,
King James of Aragon approved a sumptuary law that allowed his subjects to eat two
meals of meat for breakfast and dinner and prohibited them from wearing extravagant
‘Oriental’ style clothing and jewellery.**° In 1283, King Philippe III turned his
legislative attention to the middle-class people, forbidding their women from wearing
the distinctive adornment of crowns. The wealth of the clergy was also restricted.
Both Alfonso X and Philippe le Hardi issued laws in 1279, setting detailed restrictions
on the wardrobes of the clergy. **° In addition to daily life, legislators of sumptuary
laws also hoped that the public would not be too extravagant on occasions such as
weddings and funerals. In Florence, for example, a decree enacted in 1330 detailed
that guests could only have three courses to “restrain riots and ambitions of the
throat.”**! At a banquet in honour of a newly dubbed knight, no more than three types
of food might be served, although 100 platters could be used to serve them. In 1460,
residents of Perugia and in 1432, Treviso were not allowed to give lavish gifts to
newborn babies.**?

Japan also implemented sumptuary laws similar to those in imperial China.
Legislators first paid attention to frugality in housing and clothing in 1261, which may
reflect concerns about the solvency of vassals. The first comprehensive set of

sumptuary laws about the dress and lifestyle of town dwellers was introduced in 1649.

437 (Ming) Shen Shixing BBYT., et al. Ming Hui Dian BB, Volume 62, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,
1989, 396.
438 Kraemer Raine, Pierre., Le Luxe et Les Lois Somptuaries Au Moyen-Age, Paris: E. Sagot, 1920, 33-34
439 Del Giudice, G., ‘Una legge suntuaria inedita del 1290: Commento storicocritico’, Atti dell’accademia
pontaniana, 16/2 (1886), 84-86; see also Killerby, Catherine Kovesi. Sumptuary Law in Italy, 1200-1500. Oxford
University Press, 2002, 25-26.
440 Tbid., Del Giudice, 136 and 162—165; see also Baudrillart, H. J., Histoire du luxe privé et public depuis
[’antiquité jusqu’a nos jours, 4 vols. (Paris, 1878-80) iii 252; Ibid., 25-26.
41 Villani, Giovanni, Croniche storiche di Giovanni, Matteo e Filippo Villani, ed. F. Gherardi, 7 vols, i (Milan,
1848), 10, 153; see also Rainey, Ronald Eugene. “Sumptuary Legislation in Renaissance Florence, PhD thesis,
University Microfilms International, 1985, 73.
442 Fabretti, A., ‘Statuti e ordinamenti suntuari intorno al vestire degli uomini e delle donne in Perugia dall’anno
1206 al 1536 (raccolti ed annotati)’, Memorie della reale accademia di scienze di Torino, ser. 2b, 38 (1888), 192;
Stefani, E., Legge suntuaria circa il vestire degli uomini e delle donne ordinata intorna all’anno 1432 dalla citta di
Treviso: Tratta da un testo latino a penna del secolo XI (Venice, 1880) , 27; see also Ibid., Catherine, Sumptuary
Law in Italy, 79.
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This set of decrees prohibited the public use of finer silks, or the gold lacquer and
gold or silver leaf, in interior decoration, household items, and saddles. Another
prohibition order in 1661 required the public to economise on the construction of
houses and pleasure boats and restricted the display of decorations at weddings and
funerals while strictly limiting the number of dishes.*** From sumptuary laws in
various countries, the legislators hoped to distinguish different levels of social
members and retain the superiority of material enjoyment for the high class, such as

the nobility.

In 1368, the emperor Zhu Yuanzhang K JTE promulgated the first sumptuary

law in the Ming Dynasty. He believed that the Hu people, various nomadic tribes in
ancient northern China, greatly influenced the dress of the public.*** Similarly, some
countries considered racial issues when designing sumptuary laws. For example, in
Ireland, racial differences were often critical in sumptuary laws. In 1297, a new
sumptuary law prohibited colonists from wearing a culan, a hairstyle with long hair in
the back and short or shaven hair at the top and around the ears.**> This hairstyle was
favoured by the Irish, especially Irish warriors and men of high status. English settlers
who illegally wore a ciilan would lose their right to plead their case in the colony’s
central court. However, once they gave up this hairstyle, their full legal rights as
English people would be restored. In addition to extraordinary hairstyles, a decree
issued in 1447 also restricted Englishmen in the colonies from wearing a moustache
because it would make them look the same as Irish enemies and thus cause
unnecessary conflicts.**® In 1466, the Dublin City Council banned women from
wearing the saffron shirt (I1¢ine). The saffron shirt was always associated with Irish
(and also associated with Highland Scots). The high cost of saffron dye made these
shirts a high-status symbol, much favoured by the Irish. For instance, Art Og O
Tuathail gave a saffron shirt to Gerald FitzGerald, the 11th Earl of Kildare, in the

443 TK: Ishii Ryosuke,ed., Tokugawa kinreiko 2JI|ZE5E(1959), 11 vols, 2781; see also Shively, Donald

“Sumptuary Regulation and Status in Early Tokugawa Japan”, 25 Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 154-155;
Hunt, Alan. Governance of the Consuming Passions : a History of Sumptuary Law. New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1996, 24.
444 (Ming) Anon. Ming Shilu. Taipei: Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica,1966, 525.
445 William Sayers, “Early Irish Attitudes Toward Hair and Beards, Baldness and Tonsure,” Zeitschrift fiir Celtische
Philologie 44 (1991): 15489, at 157, 164—65; Sean Dufty, “The Problem of Degeneracy,” in Law and Disorder in
Thirteenth-Century Ireland: The Dublin Parliament of 1297, ed. James Lydon (Dublin, 1997), 87-106, at 88; and
Robert Bartlett, “Symbolic Meanings of Hair in the Middle Ages,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 4
(1994): 43-60, at 46.
446 Henry F. Berry, ed., Statutes and Ordinances, and Acts of the Parliament of Ireland: King John to Henry V,
Ire., John-Hen. VI Dublin: henceforth Stat., 1907, 88—89.
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1530s.447 Robert Cowley, a prominent official, complained in 1537 that these shirts
were selling for five marks, and the Irish turned to rob churches in order to wear
saffron shirts on Christmas and Easter.**® The purpose of the above sumptuary laws
was to ensure that appearance faithfully reflected the distinction between the English
and the Irish in the colonies.

The Spanish crown also imposed lavish restrictions on African-descended
women in colonies. In February 1571, Philip II issued what may have been the first

sumptuary laws specifically targeting women of African descent. It reads:

No negra, free or slave, nor mulata, may wear gold, pearls, or silk. But if the
negra or free mulata is married to an espariol, she may wear gold earrings with
pearls, a choker, and velvet on the hem of the skirt, and they may not wear crepe
mantles or those of any other fabric, except for capes that fall just below the
waist, the penalty [being] the removal and forfeiture of the gold jewelry, silk

dresses, and mantle that they may be wearing.**’

Unlike the original decree of 1571, the 1574 law issued by Philip II added the
following clause: “If married to Spaniards, they are allowed to wear mantles but not
of silk.”*% The decree emphasised the rights gained by African-descended women
through intermarriage with Spanish men, which opened the way for the threatened
social status of Spanish men.

In the sumptuary laws promulgated during the Ming Dynasty, or all the
sumptuary rules that appeared in China, legislators were particularly strict about
controlling dress. For example, ordinary people were not allowed to wear high-level
fabrics and jewellery made of gold, jade, pearls, and precious stones; they only wore
silver jewellery. Boots should not be decorated with gold thread or patterns.*>!

Except for the emperor and members of the royal family, other people were forbidden

447 Anon. State Papers Published Under the Authority of His Majesty’s Commission : King Henry the Eighth [from
the State Paper Office, the Chapter House, Westminster, and the Cottonian Library), Henry VIII, London: G. Eyre
and A. Strahan, 1830, no. 3, 3:139; see also Booker, Sparky. “Moustaches, Mantles, and Saffron Shirts: What
Motivated Sumptuary Law in Medieval English Ireland?” Speculum 96, no. 3 (2021): 726-70, at 748.
448 Tbid, State Papers, Hen. VIII, no. 2, 3:450.

449 Anon, Recopilacilacién De Leyes De Los Reynos De Las Indias II, Madrid: Boletin Oficial Del Estado, 1998,
369-370; see also Terrazas Williams, Danielle. “Finer Things: African-Descended Women, Sumptuary Laws, and
Governance in Early Spanish America.” Journal of Women s History 33, no. 3(2021):11-35, at 15.

40 Diego de Encinas, Cedulario indiano: Reproduccion facsimil de la edicion tinica de 1596, vol. 4, Madrid:
Cultura Hispénica, 1945-1946, 388.

451 (Qing) Zhang Tingyu 582 & Ming Shi B . Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1974, 1649—1650.
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to wear, produce or sell clothes with certain patterns such as dragon, lion, a flower

pattern named Bao Xiang 4, a plant pattern named Xi Fan Lian FEZ&E or bright

452 This concern about dress also appeared in the minds of

yellow colour.
implementers of luxury bans in Europe and other countries. Dress regulation took two
forms, the first being expenditure restriction (either on whole outfits, on the price per
piece of cloth, or on individual items). The second form was to reserve particular and
rare types of clothes or styles of dress for designated groups of people. For example,
only nobles could wear ermine, and no female servants could wear their robes with a
train. In 1258, Alfonso X of Castile required that the King may wear as many suits of
clothing as he wished and no one except the King may wear a scarlet rain cloak,
which was similar to the sumptuary law in the Ming Dynasty that the colour bright

yellow belonged to the King.*>

The 1294 law required the items to be allowed for
the knights of the middle-income classes. A knight with three thousand livres in
revenue or more, or a banneret, might have only three annual robes and would wear
one of those three robes in the summer.*** In the 1294 decree, furs were also
prohibited on the garments of a clergyman “if he is not a prelate, or established as a
person of the priesthood or high dignity.”*> In the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the
number of robes allowed to prelates was still lower than those of high nobles. All
prelates could possess only two pairs of robes yearly, while barons and their wives
were allowed four pairs. These French sumptuary laws continued to attempt to control

the standards of dressing. The cut or style of the robes was not mentioned in the laws.

Legislators focused more on details like the richness of fabric or fur linings.

Penalty

In order to ensure the implementation of sumptuary laws, the rulers of imperial

China implemented punitive measures, such as flogging or exile, for those who

452 Tbid.,Shen Shixing HRET1T, 386.
453 Por La Real Academia de la Historia, Cértes de los Antiguos Reinos de Leén y de Castilla, Madrid: Imprenta Y
Estereotipia De M.Rivadeneyra, 1861-1908, vol. I, 54—63.
454 Jourdan, Decrusy., (Frangois André) Isambert, Armet, and A. H. (Alphonse-Honoré) Taillandier. Recueil
geénéral des anciennes lois frangaises depuis [’an 420 jusqu’a la révolution de 1789, vol 2. Paris: Chez Belin-Le-
Prieur, 1822,  697-700.
455 Gabriel Le Bras, Institutions ecclésiastiques de la Chrétienté médiévale, vol 2., Paris: Histoire de I’Eglise
depuis les origines jusqu’a nos jours, 1959-64, 271-95.
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violated the rules of using luxury goods. In 1380, the emperor Zhu Yuanzhang 5k JT

I1Z, promulgated statutes that officials who violated sumptuary laws would be

removed from office and sentenced to 100 lashes. Those people without official
positions would be given 50 lashes, and their families would receive the same
punishment. The punishment for artisans was 50 lashes. If people used the prohibited
dragon and phoenix patterns, they would be punished with 100 lashes and three years
of exile. The sumptuary law in February 1447 decreed that the artisans who broke the
law would be beheaded, and their families would be sent to the border troops.**® Like
imperial China, European countries and other countries also promulgated some
enforcement and penalties to prevent the public from easily violating the prohibition
on luxury goods.

The most common penalty was a fine. In 1378, 10-year-old Nicola Frediano was
prosecuted for wearing a dress made of two pieces of silk with tassels tied together
with black leather. She confessed and was fined 14 /ire.**” In 1380, another girl
named Monna Bice was brought to court for wearing five rings, four with pearls and
one with stone, three of which violated sumptuary laws. She also admitted the charges
and was fined.**® The fine was also different depending on the offender’s social
status. For example, the royal law of Sicily in 1290 stipulated that counts should pay
50 lire, banderese were required to pay 30 /ire, barons and knights were supposed to
pay 15 lire, and valets, shield bearers only needed to pay 8 lire.**® On 27 July 1653,
at Ipswich, the wife of John Hutchings was punished for wearing a silk hood.
Nevertheless, the court deemed she had been brought up above the ordinary class, so
she was released. The wife of Anthony Potter avoided the fine by proving that her
husband was worth more than £200.4° The sumptuary laws also imposed fines on
those who produced and sold prohibited items, restricting the circulation of luxury
goods from the source, which was similar to the sumptuary law of Imperial China.

The decree of Bologna in 1335 mandated fines between 10 and 25 /ire for offences to

456 Ibid.,Shen Shixing E 11T, 848.
47 Brucker, Gene (ed.) The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study, New York: Harper & Row,
1971,181.
48 Tbid., 182.
459 Del Giudice, G., Una legge suntuaria inedita del 1290: Commento storico critico, Napoli: Tipografia della
Regia Universita ,1887, 8.
460 Dow, George Francis, and Mary G. Thresher, eds. Records and Files of the Quarterly Courts of Essex County,
Massachusetts. Salem, Massachusetts: Essex Institute, 1911, 303-304.
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the sumptuary laws. Tailors who produced clothing made of banned fabrics would be
fined 10 lira.*! Under the 1672 law in Scotland, importers would be fined £1,000

and wearers 500 marks.*602

After this time, punishing merchants became the primary
strategy. In Niirnberg, the wearer and the maker of forbidden items would be
punished. Shoemakers were prohibited from making fashionable piked shoes above a
certain length, and wearers might be required to reveal the name of their
shoemaker.*%3

In addition to fines, sometimes legislators confiscated offending items as
punishment. For instance, in 1705, the Yodoya family, one of the wealthiest
merchants in Osaka, a city in Japan, committed a crime of extravagance and had all

their wealth confiscated.*¢*

In 1515, ushers at the courts of the king and queen had
the power to confiscate illegal clothing in courts, and anyone outside the court was
allowed to confiscate offending garments. In 1533, the legislator gave up the power of
seizure, and offending clothing would be confiscated, with offenders paying a fine of
3/4d per day.*¢> These prohibited items were expensive, and sometimes offenders
preferred to pay fines or purchase exemptions to obtain the right to use luxury goods
to keep the contraband.

Another penalty was to deprive the offender or his relatives of their rights,

such as denying entry into the church or removal from government positions. In the
sumptuary law of 1443 in Venice, if any nobleman or member of his family were
found to violate the law, he would be excluded from the Maggior Consiglio and all
other offices for five years.*® In 1474, the Bologna Law stipulated that the husband

or father of the woman wearing offended clothing would be fined 10 /ire. At the same

461 Muzzarelli, Maria Giuseppina, ‘“Contra formam statutorum”: regole, controlli e provvedimenti sanzionatori in
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références a la norme dans les sources de la pratique, Rome: Ecole Francaise de Rome, 2018,78-80; see also
Riello, Giorgio, and Ulinka Rublack, eds. The Right to Dress : Sumptuary Laws in a Global Perspective, c. 1200—
1800. Cambridge University Press, 2019, 170.
462 Shaw, Frances J. “Sumptuary legislation in Scotland.” Juridical Review 24 (1979): 81-115, at 110; see also
Hunt, Alan. Governance of the Consuming Passions.: A History of Sumptuary Law. New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1996, 399.
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London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson ,1976, 13265, 143.
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time, these offenders were not allowed to go to the church, and if they tried to enter,
they would be kicked out.**” From 1437 to 1438, Venice introduced a sumptuary law
on women, which led to excommunication for those who violated it. Legislators
believed that Venetian women always wore extremely inappropriate clothing,
especially their headdresses and excessive trains.*68

Legislators sometimes used corporal punishment or imprisonment in various
countries’ sumptuary laws, but generally not much. The punishments were restricted
to people with low social status, such as prostitutes and male and female servants. In
1452, Savona introduced a new law prohibiting male and female servants from
wearing gold, silver, pearl ornaments, silk clothes, or dresses with trains and soft
leather shoes.*® For a servant who broke the law, his or her master could pay the
fine, but if the master failed to pay, the servant would be whipped 25 times. There
were also some examples of corporal punishment or imprisonment in Venice. In June
1334, the Venetian Sumptuary Law was enacted, and anyone who violated it was
imprisoned until they paid the fine.*’® In 1430, any shoemaker making shoes
exceeding the prescribed height was fined 25 /ire and imprisoned for three months.*’!
In 1443, if a man wore women’s clothing or other inappropriate clothing, his
offending clothes would be confiscated, and the man had to pay a fine of 100 /ire and

went to prison for six months.*”?

Supervision

While promulgating sumptuary laws, the emperors in imperial China set up

specialised personnel to supervise luxury consumption, such as Dong Chang ZRJ ", the

investigative agency in the Ming Dynasty mentioned in Chapter Eight. In other

countries, similar officials or a special agency existed to enforce sumptuary laws in

467 Muzzarelli, Maria Giuseppina, ‘“Contra formam statutorum”: regole, controlli e provvedimenti sanzionatori in
materia suntuaria. Il caso di Bologna’, in Didier Lett (ed.), Statuts, écritures et pratiques sociales dans les sociétés
de la Méditerranée occidentale a la fin du Moyen Age (XIle-XVe siécle). Les statuts vus de I'extérieur: les
références a la norme dans les sources de la pratique (Rome: Ecole Francaise de Rome, forthcoming 2018), 148—
152, esp. 151; see also Ibid., Riello, The Right to Dress,181.

468 Giulio Bistort. 1l magistrato alle pompe nella Republica di Venezia. Bologna: Forni, 1912, 70.

469 pandiani, Emilio. Vita privata genovese nel Rinascimento. Vol. 47. Societa ligure di storia patria, 1915, 157; see
also Ibid., Catherine, Sumptuary Law in Italy, 139.

470 Newett, Mary Margaret., ‘The Sumptuary ‘Laws of Venice’ in the Fourteenth and Fieenth Centuries’, in T. F.
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471 Ibid., 274.
472 Tbid., 266.
203



the surveillance, arrest, and prosecution processes. The first was to expand the
jurisdiction of existing officials whose jurisdiction could supervise luxury crimes. In
England, the typical representative of this type of supervisor was the Justice of the
Peace. The jurisdiction of the Justices of the Peace expanded rapidly in the 15th
century, with considerable local autonomy. Their jurisdiction covered a wide range of
summary criminal jurisdiction and later gradually extended to sumptuary
jurisdiction.*”3
Like the emperors in imperial China, legislators in other countries also set up a

special agency or appointed new officials to supervise luxury crimes. Siena, a city in
Italy, set up an office, donnaio, in the 1320s responsible for sumptuary laws.
However, in 1333, this office was merged with another office dealing with property
damage disputes because the office donnaio did not function well. In 1350, due to
poor enforcement of the regulations for which the department was responsible, the
responsibility for regulating extravagance was assigned to Maggior Sindaco, the
central magistracy.*’* Similar attempts could also be observed in Venice and
Florence. In 1330, Florence appointed an official, ufficiale delle donne, to enforce the
sumptuary laws. In 1472, the Senate in Venice appointed three gentlemen as
supervisors of sumptuary rules, Provveditori sopra alle Pompe. The new officials
added in 1439 were responsible for prosecuting homosexual crimes and regulating
prostitution, in addition to being responsible for sumptuary laws.*”> In order to
enforce the law more impartially, these appointed officials had to be foreigners and
not members of the aristocracy, possibly because aristocrats were considered potential
violators of sumptuary laws.

A simpler method was for legislators to transfer responsibilities to other local or
traditional mechanisms. From 1322 to 1325, Florence required priests to announce the
legal regulations on ornaments before prayer ceremonies and report all violations.*’¢

The funeral laws of Faenza in 1410 also relied on the help of the clergy. In addition to

473 Putnam, Bertha Haven. Proceedings before the Justices of the Peace in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Centuries: Edward I1I to Richard Ill. London: Spottiswoode, Ballantyne, 1938, Ivi; see also Hunt, Alan.
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of California Press, 1981, 82.
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the priests’ duty to enforce sumptuary laws in places of prayer, ecclesiastical schools
also introduced and reminded everyone of the content of the decrees.*’” Furthermore,
to ensure that spice and drug dealers (speciari) were aware of the regulations of
sumptuary law, such as which items of weights of wax and candles were prohibited,
these sumptuary decrees were included in the guild statutes. At least once every six
months, members read the decree at their assembly to remind everyone of the
sumptuary laws.*’® In Switzerland, sumptuary law was responsible for an
ecclesiastical court called the Chor-Gericht, which also dealt with matrimonial
matters. After the Reformation, the governance of sumptuary decrees was transferred
to a new court called the Reformation Chamber, which functioned until the French
Revolution.*” The city council would select the court members from adult men with
excellent reputations.

In addition to the above three regulatory methods, legislators encouraged the
public or officials to report luxury crimes by paying rewards. The sumptuary laws of
Bologna in 1289, Lucca in 1308, and Modena in 1327 all stipulated that
whistleblowers could receive half of the fine.*3® The Perugian law of 1342
encouraged the podesta and the Capitano del Popolo to punish offenders, promising a
reward of 12 denarii for every lira fined.*¥! In 1445, Perugia decreed that half of the
value of the prohibited clothing containing gold thread or silver thread of cloth or
brocade, velvet and silk would be rewarded to the bailiffs and informants.*®? Similar
reward regulations were included in the Florentine Laws of 1299, 1322 to 1325, and
the Venetian Laws of 1334.483 Perhaps the one that most inspired the urge to report
was a decree in the law of Venice in 1465, which stated that if the informer were a

slave, he or she would become free.*8

477 Rossini, Giuseppe, ed. Statuta Faventiae. Vol. 28, no. 1-6. N. Zanichelli, 1929, 348-349.
478 Tbid., 348-349.
479 Vincent, John Martin. Costume and Conduct in the Laws of Basel, Bern, and Zurich, 1370-1800. Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Press, 1935, 3-8.
480 <Bologna, 1289, Statuti’,Frati, Lodovico. La vita privata in Bologna dal secolo XIII al XVII. Vol. 2. N.
Zanichelli, 1900, 267-274; ‘Lucca, 1308, Statuti’, Tommasi, Girolamo. Sommario della Storia di Lucca dall'anno
1004 all'anno 1700. Vol. 10. GP Vieusseux, 1847, 90; ‘Modena, 1327, Statuti’, Muzzarelli, Maria Giuseppina
(ed.), La legislazione suntuaria. Secoli XIII-XVI. Emilia-Romagna. Umbria: Ministero per i beni e le attivita
culturali. Direzione generale degli archivi, 2002, 392.
481 Fabretti, A., ‘Statuti e ordinamenti suntuari intorno al vestire degli uomini e delle donne in Perugia dall’anno
1206 al 1536 (raccolti ed annotati)’, Memorie della reale accademia di scienze di Torino, ser. 2b, 38 (1888), 167.
482 ‘Perugia, 18 March 1445, Costituzioni’, in Nico Ottaviani (ed.), La legislazione suntuaria. Secoli XIII-XVI.
Umbria, 125.
483 ‘Florence,1299, 1322-1325, Statuti’, Rainey, Ronald E. (Ronald Bugene). “Sumptuary Legislation in
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In summary, from 1200 to 1700, the sumptuary law in various countries had
many similarities with the luxury decrees in imperial China. Regarding legal content,
legislators hoped to distinguish people of different ranks or races through sumptuary
laws, and dress was an essential part of the laws. During the implementation of
sumptuary law, legislators set up enforcement and penalties and ordered specialised
agencies or officials to supervise people. We will also find that the reasons for the
failure of sumptuary laws were also similar between imperial China and other

countries.

Failure

Sumptuary laws were complex and challenging to enforce. In the Ming Dynasty
(1368—-1644), many officials implemented sumptuary laws in their jurisdictions. In

1546, a local magistrate hoped to limit extravagant consumption due to a famine.*

In 1631, Minister Zuo Maodi 223428 issued a decree requiring civilians not to wear

red, purple and yellow, and servants’ wives were not allowed to wear gold, silver,
pearls and jade jewellery.**® However, even if local officials were determined to
implement sumptuary laws, their short tenure meant that it was difficult to change the
public’s luxury consumption habits. Whether officials posted notices prohibiting
extravagant consumption or published books educating people on frugality, the effect
was often limited to one term. Once there were no successors, the sumptuary

measures would not continue. These local decrees, like central statutes, were not

effective. In addition to officials, Jin Yiwei 84X and Dong Chang ZRJ]~ were

assigned by the emperor to supervise illegal transactions in luxury goods. They
actively promoted sumptuary law to block the source of the circulation of luxury
goods. However, these supervisors also directed people with shop registration in the
city to sell luxury goods according to the needs of the royal family and make a profit.
Regulators such as Jin Yiwei implemented the sumptuary statutes, which not only

prevented merchants from selling luxury goods from other regions into the capital but

485 (Ming) Hu Rong #%, Wei Xian Zhi B-EE, in Tian Yi Ge Cang Ming Dai Fang Zhi Xuan Kan Xu Bian X
— BB R 5 Fik FI4E 4R, Volume 2, Shanghai Bookstore Publishing House, 1990, 4b.

486 (Qing) Shen Qingya L& EE, Liu Yuyi XA, Shan Xi Tong Zhi BRPGIER, Volume 45, a photocopy in

1735, collected by Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library, University of Toronto,1735, 36a.
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also intensified the monopoly of the local shops on the luxury goods trade, resulting
in a decrease in the number of local luxury goods and an increase in prices.

As in imperial China, enforcements of sumptuary law were also ineffective, and
officials lacked enthusiasm for enforcement in their countries. In England, for other
laws, such as vagrancy law, the state could occasionally conduct law enforcement
activities in a limited area within a short period. However, it was difficult to find a
similar configuration of law enforcement teams for sumptuary law. Nor did the
Sheriff, Justice of the Peace, or any other officials take any enthusiastic interest in the
execution of the sumptuary system. Sumptuary law has left almost no trace in any
documentary record the courts and law enforcement agencies produced. If the statutes
had been executed, some cases arising under sumptuary law would have been
appealed to the higher courts, and some reports would have been present. The primary
legal records from the period of Edward III to Henry VIII reveal that no cases of
extravagant crimes were brought before the royal courts. In all the compilations and
collections of cases, there is not a single case that contemporary lawyers or judges
would consider worthy of attention.*®” This may be because luxury crimes were
usually summary offences.

Nevertheless, it was not easy to find such reports. The failure of a decree in 1562
could also prove the inefficiency of implementing sumptuary law. The Privy Council
in London urged the city corporation to govern whether the public adhered to the
dress statute. The mayor directed council members to pay attention to enforcing
sumptuary law for those under supervision and to arrest all suspected offenders. On
May 14, 1562, the instructions became more specific, and the mayor asked the
aldermen to appoint four watchers to stand guard at the entrance to the city from 7 to
11 a.m. and from 1 to 7 p.m. to ensure that there was no “great and monstrous silk
hose” entering the city.**® This regulation lasted for the next 15 years. However, few
relevant reports have been submitted. In Florence, magistrates’ assistants patrolled the
city and kept detailed reports. The records they left showed many days without a

breach, but occasionally, they filed detailed reports at a rate of two or three a day.**”

487 Baldwin, Frances Elizabeth., Sumptuary Legislation and Personal Regulation in England, Johns Hopkins
Press, Baltimore, 1926, 117-118.
488 Hooper, Wilfrid. “The Tudor Sumptuary Laws.” The English Historical Review XXX, no. CXIX (1915): 433—
49, at 438,443.
489 Rainey, Ronald Eugene. “Sumptuary Legislation in Renaissance Florence, PhD thesis, Columbia University,
1985, 320.
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The responsibilities and jurisdiction of these officers had been expanded because of
sumptuary law, but without corresponding financial rewards. It was hard for officials
to develop enthusiasm for regulating sumptuary law. The lack of sufficient personnel
to effectively perform long-term supervision tasks might be one of the reasons for the
futility of sumptuary law.

Another reason for failure is that sumptuary laws were detailed and quickly

outdated, which should be revised and updated occasionally. Fashion changes much

faster than laws. Gu Qiyuan JBU2 JT, one Ming literati, recorded that the frequency of

updating women'’s clothing in Nanjing had changed from more than ten years to two
or three years. The height of hair buns, the width of sleeves, the make-up, the types of
headdresses, and even shoelaces were constantly being updated.*® In 1506, the Ming
government banned women from wearing clothes or curtains with gold ornaments and
also forbade them from wearing jewellery and expensive bracelets.**! However,
apparently, the decree did not work. The minister Zhang Han (1510-1593) witnessed
more and more clothing violations and recorded them in his book. Initially, only
empresses and ladies from the royal family were allowed to wear jadeite crowns and
clothing with dragon or phoenix patterns. The gold accessory could only be worn by
the wives of officials of fourth-rank or above. However, these prohibited items

492 Laws could no longer restrict different

became widely popular among women.
ranks of people, and everyone was willing to try novelty and beautiful items. Servants
wore official boots similar to the literati, and the literati imitated servants’ clothes.
Prostitutes who dressed fashionably were regarded as fashion icons by women who
had good family backgrounds. Peasant women began to mind wearing cheap skirts.
Expensive bright red dresses became women’s daily choice, and ordinary maids could
also wear them when going out. When chasing fashion became something everyone
did, those who followed the sumptuary laws would be considered pedantic.
Sumptuary law also struggled to keep up with fashion in other countries. In

1483, England restricted Dukes and those above to wear golden clothes. The statute of

1510 added the new restriction that anyone below the rank of duke was not allowed to

490 (Ming) Gu Qiyuan B2 JT. Ke Zuo Zhui Yu B EEEEiE, Volume 9, Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1987,
293.
41 (Qing) Zhang Tingyu KE X, et al Ming Shi B35 Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1974, 1650.

492 (Ming) Zhang Han 5K#. Song Chuan Meng Yu ¥ABEZ1E, Volume 7. Beijing: Zhonghua Book

Company, 1985,140.
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use cloth of golden “in any apparel of his body or upon his horses.” In 1514, the
extravagance restrictions were further detailed, and no 7yssue golden cloth could be
used on a man’s body, horse, or horse harness, whether it had been used alone, pieced
with other fabrics, or used as a ground cloth for embroidery. By 1533, the ban had
been extended to include mule shoes, silver cloth, and tynseled satten, a mixed fabric
similar to cloth of gold or silver. Legislators had to keep updating luxury laws as
fashion changed.*”® The public was also good at creating alternative fashion products
without violating decrees. In England, purple silk was exclusive to the royal family.
However, from the wills of British nobles, it could be found that violet was the third
most popular colour for garments. Violet was different from royal purple, produced
by lower-cost dyeing, and could be used as an alternative to royal purple.***
Technically, wearing violet was not a violation. At the same time, to distinguish it
from purple silk, which was prohibited by sumptuary law, violet clothing was usually
made of wool. As evidenced by Kathleen Ashley’s analysis of wills from Lincoln, in
the early 1530s, violet was the fourth most popular colour among the working class,
after white, black and red, and appeared to have been used in exquisite items.*> The
popularity of violet clothing shows that through updates in technology and materials,
the public could use items that were visually similar to banned luxury goods without
offending the law.*® Legislators attempting to use sumptuary laws to restrict fashion
is a difficult task.

Sumptuary laws only restricted ordinary people rather than the upper class. In
imperial China, emperors who enacted sumptuary laws lived lavishly. For example,
from 1436 to 1449, the number of yellow candles in the palace consumed
approximately 17,700,000 grams per year. As life in the palace became more and
more luxurious, in 1475, yellow candles gradually increased to 70,800,000 grams per

497 According to the sumptuary laws, the quantity, quality, variety, colour and

year.
pattern of silk, a fabric of high quality, shall be in accordance with the ranks of the

recipients. However, the emperors broke the regulation of silk. Ming emperors often

493 Doda, Hilary. ““Saide Monstrous Hose’: Compliance, Transgression and English Sumptuary Law to 1533.”
Textile History 45, no. 2 (2014): 171-91, at 186.

494 M. Hayward, Rich Apparel: Clothing and the Law in Henry VIII's England, Farnham: Ashgate, 2009, 96.
495 Ashley, Kathleen, ‘Material and symbolic gift-giving’, in E. J. Burns, ed. Medieval Fabrications: Dress,
Textiles and other Cultural Imaginings, Basingstoke: Palgrave McMillan, 2004, 140-141.
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rewarded silks with high-standard decorations such as gold weaving to their favourite

ministers. In the Tianshui Bingshan Record RIKKIL3Z, there were large quantities

of silk fabric and clothes confiscated from the residence of Yan Song & (1480—

1567), the powerful prime minister. High-level silk woven with patterns such as
pythons, dragons, unicorns and lions accounted for a large proportion.**® The
emperors’ luxurious lifestyle and disregard for sumptuary laws influenced officials
and led them to emulate the extravagant life of the court. Gradually, the wealthy
officials possessed large size and gorgeous houses surrounded by various kinds of
plants and brick walls. When it came to dressing up, their families were tired of
wearing jewellery made of gold and rare stones, preferring pearls, emeralds, corals,
and other novelty items.**® In terms of food, officials drank fresh tea in the summer
and had exquisite snacks or desserts. They decorated food with gold foil to show off
their high-rank status. They decorated pure white porcelain plates with fragrant
flowers such as jasmine, rose and osmanthus.’* These officials lived in their
hometowns for a long time due to recuperation, retirement or a transfer for
employment. Therefore, they became the upper class closest to the public, which
would make it easy for ordinary people to imitate their lifestyle or luxury
consumption. From the upper class to the lower class, from the emperor to officials,
and then to ordinary people, the trend of luxury spread, and it was challenging to
implement sumptuary laws in the country.

Sumptuary laws also tended to be more cautious towards wealthy or high-status
members of society, making it difficult to restrict extravagant behaviour completely in
other countries. For example, sumptuary law allowed the purchase of exemptions to
preserve prohibited items. In Florence in 1281, a decree introduced the licensing for
prohibited dress. By paying 50 lire, people could get the right to wear head ornaments
and pearls, as well as gold and silver decorations on cloaks. >°! In 1363, legislators

had more incentive to pursue licensing due to the financial crisis and plague.??
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People would be allowed to wear more other prohibited items when they paid 100
florins. It was easy for wealthy or high-class people to buy exemptions. In 1438,
Cristina Corner, an unmarried young woman from a Venetian noble family, petitioned
Pope Eugenius IV to allow her to wear items prohibited by Giustiniani’s sumptuary
laws. Although this lady possessed many luxury goods, such as jewellery and clothes,
she dared not wear them.’® She was eventually allowed to purchase exemptions to
wear prohibited items for three years. In Sicily, purchase exemptions were ordinary,
and rich people thought it added to the cost of an elegant lifestyle. In Augsburg, the
wealthy could apply for an exemption from the luxury restriction on wedding
ceremonies. The sumptuary statutes allowed exemptions, but the result was that there
was no restriction on the extravagant behaviour of the upper class, and the law was
useless. High-rank people were sometimes exempt from fines without purchasing
exemptions. In 1335, Bologna promulgated fines from 10 to 25 /ire for violations of

304 However, the wives of knights and doctors were exempted

the sumptuary law.
from the fine. From 1365 to 1366, the actual fines paid were only half of the official
amount. Investigations must be conducted carefully without arresting women for any
reason.>®®> Regulators appeared cautious in their investigations, perhaps because of
the high social status of many excessively dressed ladies. Despite the temptation of
fines, whistleblowers might not cooperate with regulators.

Another important reason for the failure of sumptuary law was that whether in

imperial China or other countries, the legislators of sumptuary laws did not intend to

restrict luxury consumption or oppose luxury items. In 1475, Jin Yiwei $87% 2 solved

a theft case. In this case, the warehouse manager and staff stole utensils with the
prohibited dragon and phoenix pattern. They sold these items or collected and used
them at home. According to laws, they should be judged as guilty regardless of
whether they are superior or subordinate, and the words “Stealing Government Items”
should be tattooed on the right arm for punishment. However, the emperor adjudged

the 35 prisoners to wear heavy shackles for a month and be beaten with a hundred
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lashes. At the same time, prisoners had to perform labour.>® The penalties for these
prisoners for embezzling prohibited items were significantly more severe than those
for stealing general items. Evidently, the emperor was disgusted by prisoners’
presumption of using high-level items and hated the usurpation more than the luxury.
Legislators in late medieval and Renaissance Italy never aimed at a total ban on
luxury. Luxury goods played both positive and negative roles in Italian life. Elaborate
clothing and dazzling ceremonies could honour a city by displaying wealth, good
breeding and technical expertise. For the above reasons, when foreign dignitaries
visited the city, women were required to wear their best dress, while city councillors
wore costly clothes on formal occasions.’®” Only when the public consumed
excessively luxury goods or for the wrong purposes would legislators be prepared to
condemn luxury consumption. Legislators often had inconsistent attitudes towards
luxury consumption during the development of sumptuary laws.

The last reason was that society changed and did not need sumptuary laws
anymore. From the twelfth to the seventeenth centuries, sumptuary laws were often
enacted to protect fragile economies. As Montesquieu argued, the poorer a state, the
more it is ruined by its relative luxury and the more occasion it has for relative
sumptuary laws. The richer a state is, the more it thrives by its relative luxury. For this
reason, it must take care not to make any relative sumptuary laws.>’8

One of the reasons why rulers in imperial China enacted sumptuary laws was
that they were concerned that the public invested too much in the luxury business and
no longer engaged in agricultural production, which was harmful to national finance.

However, at the end of the Ming Dynasty, some literati believed that luxury
consumption also had positive effects, such as increasing job opportunities. Lu Ji Pifi
#§ (1515-1552) lived in the area close to Shanghai. He believed that the luxurious

tourism industry provided more employment opportunities for entertainers, boatmen,

fishermen and food vendors.>” In Lu Ji’s opinion, the government should not ban
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such extravagant activities. People no longer opposed luxury and commercial
activities, believing luxury could make wealth.

In other countries, as capitalism emerged, the cities and countries that adopted
abstinence laws as policy had changed, rendering abstinence laws anachronistic. After
the 18th century, the unpractical sumptuary law also expressed the change in society
from precarious to more robust and resilient economies. The government began to
update its view of luxury, and its criticism of luxury goods changed to using luxury
goods to stimulate production and trade. During the 18th century, the spending power
of the masses increased. Fashion emerged as a concept that is similar to today’s
fashion system. Closely linked to the burgeoning principles of personal agency and
social mobility arose a new sense of competition and image. Dress codes were more
manipulable, deceptive, and persuasive than the enforced sumptuary protocols of the
17th century. 1% To be seen became an integral part of social interaction. The gloomy
austerity of Spanish fashion was replaced by the newly motley silks and chintzes of
oriental flavour.’!! In such a social environment, luxury goods were no longer the
only criterion for class distinction. After all, anyone could buy them with wealth. The
focus of social competition was no longer the allocation of economic capital but the
use of cultural capital in the form of “taste” and “distinction.” As in the Ming Dynasty
of China, the literati distinguished themselves from newly wealthy merchants by
selecting goods based on taste. Once the criteria of social rank shift from hierarchic
consumption to fashion as cultural capital, society no longer needs to use sumptuary
laws to regulate people.

There are many similarities between sumptuary laws in China and other
countries. The failure of sumptuary laws seemed doomed. Laws were detailed and
rarely fully and effectively enforced. With the rise of individualism’s social, moral,
and economic force, neither law nor government can control what people wear and

use. The demise of sumptuary laws is a sign of the transition from premodernity.
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Conclusion

Since the Han Dynasty, people in imperial China had difficulty explaining
accidental natural phenomena due to their cognitive level. They could only regard
them as signs and predictions for the country’s future. After that, the literati and
emperors believed that some human activities would also positively or negatively

impact the country, and negative impacts were considered “Yao”. The book Wu Xing

Zhi F1TE, which records disasters, links daily necessities such as clothing,

carriages, utensils, horses and houses with the rise and fall of the country and social
changes due to specific political purposes. In the Ming Dynasty, the connotation of
Wu Yao was further enriched. All items considered novel, abnormal, and beautiful by
the literati and emperors could be regarded as Wu Yao.

The lower class has long suppressed their material desires in a hierarchical
society. The literati and emperors argued that restraining desires and conserving
resources benefited the country. During the middle period of the Ming Dynasty,
extravagant consumption became prevalent, the social structure underwent significant
changes, and the Wu Yao phenomenon reached its peak. Novels, local chronicles, and
literary works often described the development of the commodity economy and the
rise of material culture. Craftsmen showed off their skills and enhanced their status,
creating more exquisite dresses and utensils. Under the influence of fashion at that
time, literati gradually changed their disdainful attitude towards luxury and exquisite
objects and pursued fancy clothes. They spent considerable money in collecting
antiques and required artisans to customise stationery. Some literati published
appreciation manuals to promote their elegant taste and lead fashion. Merchants
initially had a low status, but they made enormous wealth and transformed their social
status through high-level dress and utensils. Ordinary people did not hesitate to
borrow money to enjoy luxurious and exotic things, trying to imitate the fashion style
and lifestyle of the upper class. In the context of the commodity economy, everyone
was immersed in enjoying material culture. Human nature made them obsessed with
beautiful items. On the other hand, the admonitions of traditional morality made them,

especially the literati, uneasy about novels and luxury goods. Wu was the epitome of
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social change, and the word “Yao” expressed the complex emotions of Confucian
literati towards social changes.

Analyzing the phenomenon of Wu Yao contributes to a broader debate on
imperial China’s material culture and social order. In different periods, Wu Yao
shows how rulers and literati influenced mainstream aesthetics and judgment
standards. The technical skills of artisans enriched material culture, while merchants
helped spread it across the country. As the commodity economy rose, the boundaries
between artisans, literati, and merchants blurred. The attitudes of different classes
towards material culture, class structure and social order changed. This prosperous
material culture also brought harm to imperial China. During the Ming Dynasty,
crime increased, political corruption grew, and social norms were disrupted. These
changes, particularly among the literati, demonstrate the intricacies of imperial
China’s Confucian-based class system, imperial control, and exclusive aspects of the
examination system.

Wu Yao also reflects how consumption habits are influenced by the economic
and social environment. Luxury consumption was common in wealthy cities, while
people in remote villages lived frugally. In the phenomenon of Wu Yao, sumptuary
laws were a frequent attempt by rulers to restrict public consumption, distinguish
between classes, and protect the rights of the upper class to enjoy material wealth. The
enforcement of sumptuary laws was not unique to imperial Chinese rulers. From a
global perspective, other countries, such as some early European countries, were
included in the scope of the investigation. Comparative research shows that these
countries promulgated sumptuary laws similar to those of the Ming Dynasty
government. The legislative purpose of these laws was to distinguish classes or solve
national problems. Legislators showed tacit understanding regarding establishing
supervisory personnel, penalties, and enforcement with Chinese emperors. These
sumptuary laws eventually failed due to the cumbersome implementation of legal
provisions and the changing social environment. The ultimate failure of sumptuary
laws in imperial China and other countries shows that efforts to distinguish classes

and manage the public by restricting consumption are futile.
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Images

Figure 1.1 Corinthian Skyphos, terracotta, Greece, 7th—6th century BC, 3.8 x 8.5 x 5.9
cm, Walters Art Museum, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 1.2 Group of gilded silver objects from the house of Eupolemos at
Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. Purchased by the
Metropolitan Museum in 1981 from New York dealer Robert Hecht. Given by The
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York to the Republic of Italy (Region of Sicily)
in 2006.
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Figure 1.3 Silver-gilt situla from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern

Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 18.5 X 26.8 cm

218



Figure 1.4 Silver kyathos (ladle) from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern
Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 24.7cm.
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Figure 1.5 Silver-gilt bowl from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern

Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 6.2 x 22 cm.

Figure 1.6 Silver-gilt bowl from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern

Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 6.8 x 21 cm.
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Figure 1.7 Silver-gilt phiale (libation bowl) from the house of Eupolemos at
Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 2.3 x 14.8 cm.

Figure 1.8 Pair of silver horns from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern

Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 15.5cm.
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Figure 1.9 Silver-gilt bowl with lid from the house of Eupolemos at
Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 7 x 3.4 cm, 0.4 kg.

Figure 1.10 Silver-gilt pitcher from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern

Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 9.1 x 8.1 cm.
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Figure 1.11 Silver-gilt hemispherical bowl from the house of Eupolemos at

Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 7.7 x 12.7cm.

Figure 1.12 Silver-gilt skyphos (drinking cup) from the house of Eupolemos at
Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 8.8 x 18.5 cm x 13.3 cm.
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Figure 1.13 Silver-gilt situla from the house of Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern

Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 19.6 % 26.3 cm.
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Figure 1.14 Silver-gilt emblema (medallion) representing Scylla from the house of
Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 2 x 10.5 cm,
0.1 kg.
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Figure 1.15 Silver-gilt pyxis (box) with lid from the house of Eupolemos at
Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 2.5 x 9.8 X 9 cm.
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Figure 1.16 Silver-gilt arula (small portable altar) with lid from the house of
Eupolemos at Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 11.3 cm. cm
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Figure 1.17 Silver-gilt pyxis (box) with lid from the house of Eupolemos at
Morgantina(modern Aidone) in Sicily. 3rd century BCE. 5.5 x 8.3 cm
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Figure 2.1 Typical mortise-tenon construction, common tenon [E#E.
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Figure 2.2 Black lacquer and inlaid screw inlay circle chair, Qing Dynasty, 107 X 64.5
x 48.5cm, The Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 2.3 Gu Hongzhong, The night revels of Han Xizai,1163—1224, ink and colors
on silk, 28.7 x 335.5cm, The Palace Museum, Beijing.

Figure 2.4 writing desk made of beech, Ming Dynasty, 190 x 36.5 x 78.5cm, The
Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 2.5 white jade crouching tiger (a) Wei, Jin and Northern and Southern Dynasties
(220-589), 5 x 2.5 x 4cm, National Palace Museum, Beijing. (b) Ming Dynasty (1368—
1644), 5.6 x 2.2 x 1.1cm, National Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 3.1 The belief of signs.
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Figure 3.2 Lady waving fans, Tang Dynasty, 204.8 x 33.7cm, The Palace Museum,

Beijing.
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Figure 3.3 Chou Ying, View the list of successful candidates, Ming Dynasty, 34.4 X

638 cm, Taipei Palace Museum, Taipei.

235



Figure 4.1 Lotus shoes, Museum Cluster Jianchan, Si Chuan.
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Figure 4.2 First class civilian official uniform with crane pattern of Bu Zi ¥ ¥, Qing

Dynasty, The Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 4.3 Black gauze hat, Ming Dynasty, Shanghai History Museum, Shanghai.
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Figure 4.4 Anon, The Beauty in the Snow 8 A BB, Ming Dynasty,

92.10%3003.6cm, Taipei Palace Museum, Taipei.
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Figure 4.5 Leng Mei, The Beauty in the Snow B, Qing Dynasty, 60 x 105 cm,

Shanghai Museum, Shanghai.
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Figure 4.6 Xuande stove E &7, Qing Dynasty, 19.2 x 14 cm, The Palace Museum,

Beijing.




Figure 5.1 1 Pottery basin with patterns of dancing people , Yang Shao {1 &8 Culture

(3000BC-5000BC), National Museum of China, Beijing.
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Figure 5.2 the Twelve Decorative Motifs, The Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 5.3 Hat with nine jade strings, Ming Dynasty, Shandong Museum, Shandong.
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Figure 5.4 Jade Jue 32, Yang Shao {# Culture (6200 BC-5000 BC), The Palace

Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 5.5 Jade Zhang £, Neolithic Period, The Palace Museum, Beijing.

Figure 5.6 Zhang Xuan. Guo Lady Spring Tour B X AJ#&B, Song Dynasty,

Liaoning Provincial Museum, Liaoning.
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Figure 5.7 Line picture the Tang tomb of Wu Hui, Tang Dynasty, Shanxi History

Museum, Shanxi.

247



Figure 5.8 The Lady of the Tomb of Dun Huang, Tang Dynasty, Dun Huang

Museum, Gansu.
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Figure 5.9 The Lady of the Tomb of Ashina Zhong Fi] 52 #B &, Tang Dynasty, Shanxi

History Museum, Shanxi.
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Figure 5.10 Female servants in the mural of the Tomb of the Princess of Xincheng

Shanxi.

9

Shanxi History Museum

#1i, Tang Dynasty,
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Figure 5.11 Female servants in the mural of the Tomb of Li Feng ZR, Tang

Dynasty, Shanxi History Museum, Shanxi.
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Figure 5.12 Female servants in the mural of the Tomb of Yong Tai k%, Tang

Dynasty, Shanxi History Museum, Shanxi.
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Figure 5.13 Female servants on the stone coffin of the tomb of Prince Zhang Huai
253

P X F, Tang Dynasty, Shanxi History Museum, Shanxi.



Figure 5.14 Lady wearing wei hats 1§, Tang Dynasty, National Museum of China,

Beijing.
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Figure 5.15 Lady with the falling horse bun B8 &2, Han Dynasty, Xi’an Museum,

Xi’an.
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Figure 5.16 Lady wearing the Dropping to Shoulder Hair Crown EEJE in the

White Sands Tomb Murals B &, Song Dynasty, The Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 5.17 Female servants wearing One-Year Scene —fF & crown in the Portrait
of Empress Renzong R1=R E /51, Song Dynasty, Taipei Palace Museum, Tai Pei.
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Figure 6.1 Gold hairpin, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang(1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, /. 23.3 cm.

Figure 6.2 Gold hairpin, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, /.16 cm.
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Figure 6.3 Gold hairpin, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan. /(a). 10.6 cm, I(b).13.4 cm.

(@) (b)

Figure 6.4 Jade ornaments, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411
1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan. dia(a). 4.9 cm, dia(b).6.3 cm.
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Figure 6.5 Jade ornaments, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411
1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan. /(a).59cm, [(b).68.5 cm.

(@) (b)

Figure 6.6 Jade ornament, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, /(a). 15.8cm, [(b).6.6 cm.
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Figure 6.7 Gold hat ornament inlaid with jewels, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang
of Liang (1411-1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, A(a).7.5cm,
h(b).6.3cm.

() (b)

Figure 6.8 Gold hat ornament inlaid with jewels, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang
of Liang (1411-1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, A(a).7.5c¢m,
h(b).3.4cm.
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Figure 6.9 Gold ingot, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, /(a).13cm, h(b).14cm.

() (b)

Figure 6.10 Gold bracelet, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411—
1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, dia(a).6.2cm, dia (b).6.5—7.5cm.
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Figure 6.11 Turquoise gold earrings, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang
(1411-1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, 4.5.5cm.

Figure 6.12 Gold belt inlaid with jewels, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of
Liang (1411-1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan.
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Figure 6.13 Gold bowl, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, dia(a).41cm, dia (b).15.6cm.

Figure 6.14 Sword, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441), Ming
Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, .. 65¢m.
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Figure 6.15 Gold vajra, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411-1441),
Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan,/. 2.4-2.6¢cm.

() (b)

Figure 6.16 Gold ornament, from the tomb of the Prince Zhuang of Liang (1411—
1441), Ming Dynasty, Hu Bei Museum, Wuhan, (). 14.2, dia.7.8cm, (b) dia.4cm.
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Figure 6.17 The colorful ink with mandarin ducks made by Fang Yulu 5 F &, 9.6 x
1.6cm,Ming Dynasty, The Palace Museum, Beijing.

Figure 6.18 The tea pots made by Shi Dabin B X#Z, Ming Dynasty, The Palace
Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 7.1 Bai Jian dress B 4##&, Ming Dynasty, Shandong Museum, Jinan.
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Figure 7.2 Gable-and-hip Roof 8XILTR of Nanchan Temple FA#<F, China, Wutai.
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Figure 7.4 Guyi Garden, China, Shanghai.
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Figure 7.5 People and sedan, Anon, Chu Jing Ru Bi Tu HE ABEE, Ming Dynasty,

92.10 x 3003.6¢cm, Taipei Palace Museum, Taipei.
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Figure 8.1 Sprinkled gold lacquer stationery box, Qing Dynasty, The Palace
Museum, Beijing.

271



Figure 8.2 Official hat chair, Ming Dynasty, The Palace Museum, Beijing.
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Figure 8.4 Chair in study room, Ming Dynasty, The Palace Museum, Beijing.
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