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Man, Heaven and Mara:
Historical Loss and Fantastic Invention in 7he Unofficial

History of Female Immortals
LIU Chiung-yun

This paper examines how the historical and fantastic modes of writing interact
in the late seventeenth century novel, The Unofficial History of Female Immortals,
written by Lii Xiong, regarding the 1402 usurpation. I first provide a brief overview
of the author’s background, his possibly ambivalent feelings towards the fallen Ming
dynasty and the consolidating Qing rule, and the Ming-Qing historians’ diverse
opinions on the 1402 usurpation. I then demonstrate that by re-presenting Tang Saier
as the reincarnation of the Goddess of Moon banished to the human world for her
excessive emotions (ging), the author establishes a celestial agent who shares and
responds to the human desire for justice. To counter historical reality, in which the
principally virtuous Jianwen emperor and his male officials lost power to the militant
and valiant Yongle, the author draws from the Chinese religious tradition to construct a
sect of female Maras, characterized by their extraordinary competence, fervent passion
and lack of conventional female virtues. I argue that writing in the fantastic mode
enables Lii to create an imagined alternative to heal the wounds in history. At the same
time, he is only too aware that the power he has projected onto the female immortals
and Maras is but a constructed fantasy.

My reading of this novel is especially important in three aspects. First, the
extent to which the author embeds his mixed sentiments in his historical-fantastic
narrative gives it an almost self-expressive, lyrical quality, which invites us to
reevaluate the capacity of the so-called novels of gods and demons (shenmo xiaoshuo)
of the Ming-Qing period. Secondly, it reminds us that in our discussion of the
flexibility of female characters as metaphors of national trauma, Mdra and Rdaksast
constitute another noteworthy category. Finally, in terms of the development of Ming-
Qing novels, the connection between the Dream of the Red Chamber and Unofficial
History of Female Immortals, distinguished for its depiction of a realm of impassioned
female immortals, may be deeper than it appears.

Keywords: Niixian waishi ~ Li Xiong  Tang Saier 1402 usurpation
the fantastic =~ Mara
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