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The Burden of Female Talent: The Poet Li Qingzhao and Her History in China. By
Ronald C. Egan. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center, 2013. Pp. ix+
422.

YANG Xiaoshan (#7 %% .1), Associate Professor, Department of East Asian Languages
and Cultures, University of Notre Dame.

This book falls in two parts. The first nine chapters focus largely on Li
Qingzhao’s struggle for acceptance as a woman writer and the cultural process through
which she eventually became canonized in the Chinese tradition. Egan problematizes
received notions that have come to dominate the interpretation of her song lyrics and
offers, in the second part of the book (chapters 10-11), a fresh reading of these lyrics by
treating them as literary creations rather than first-person statements about her personal
circumstances.

Drawing on examples of three groups of women known to have composed
poems (entertaining girls, upper class ladies, and poets of repute), chapter 1 (“Women
as Writers in the Song Dynasty”) demonstrates that, despite the unprecedented level
of literacy among women in the Song period, there was a strong and widespread bias
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against women’s writing, especially poetic writing, and its public circulation and
that such bias generated considerable self-consciousness among women writers. The
exploration of the conditions of women as writers in the Song helps to lay the ground
for the historicized reappraisal of Li Qingzhao later in the book.

Chapter 2 (“Writing and the Struggle for Acceptance”) starts with an analysis
of the centrality of writing in Li Qingzhao’s life, the hurdles she faced as a woman
writer, and the strategies she employed in her writings to overcome those hurdles.
Attention is then turned to her earliest critics, who mixed praise of her poetic talent
with disapproval of her personal conduct. The next section highlights the masculine
characteristics in both subject matter and style of Li Qingzhao’s shi #f poems. Her
assumption of the authorial positions and interests generally held by male writers is
examined in connection with her desire to display her literary competence and to gain
admittance to a realm dominated by male writers. The chapter ends with Li Qingzhao’s
essay “On the Song Lyric” (“Cilun” Zlif). Her assertion of her superiority as a well-
bred lady over male practitioners in this genre and her iconoclastic criticism of her
major predecessors (all of whom were male) are discussed in the same context as her
struggle for acceptance as a writer.

Chapter 3 (“Song Lyrics Preliminaries”) takes up two issues which Egan
believes need to be addressed before undertaking a critical explication of Li
Qingzhao’s song lyrics. The first concerns the integrity of the corpus of her song
lyrics. Egan systematically sorts through the key events in the thorny textual
history of Li Qingzhao’s works and alerts us to the fact that more than half of the
song lyrics attributed to her only surfaced centuries after her death. A major target
of Egan’s critique is the practice, prevalent among Chinese scholars, of treating
all attributions as if they were of equal value or, worse yet, picking and choosing
among the questionable attributions to suit one’s own image and preconceptions of
Li Qingzhao. Egan divides Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics into four groups in accordance
with their reliability and argues for the desirability of proceeding from those with the
highest degree of reliability and only then moving toward those of progressively less
reliability. Chronology of appearance is his main yardstick for authenticity. He cautions
against the use of stylistic criteria, the validity of which is vitiated by various factors.
The second issue that Egan tackles in this chapter is the convention of reading Li
Qingzhao’s song lyrics autobiographically, as if she and the female voice in her song
lyrics were always one and the same. Egan unmasks the fallacy of this mode of reading
and explores the reasons that the poetic works of women poets like Li Qingzhao have
been read this way. The alternative proposed by Egan is to interpret Li Qingzhao’s song
lyrics as literary works, independent of what is known, or what we think is known,
about her life.

Egan’s original plan was to turn to Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics after these
preliminaries where cleared away. Instead, he describes in chapter 4 (“Widowhood,
Remarriage, Divorce”) the major events in the second half of her life, the most
controversial of which were her brief remarriage and quick divorce (involving a court
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trial and her brief imprisonment). Egan’s sympathetic account calls attention to Li
Qingzhao’s travails in the wake of the Jurchen invasion of North China and the death
of her husband and relates her remarriage to those travails; her divorce is examined
against the Song legal practice and social mores. What we learn from this chapter is
crucial for a critical understanding of the changing reception of Li Qingzhao in later
times.

The next two chapters turn to Li Qingzhao’s post-divorce writings. Chapter
5, “Writings from the Aftermath,” examines her spurt of writing in relation to her
efforts to re-establish herself after the humiliating experience of her marrying and then
quickly divorcing her second husband. As in chapter 2, Egan interprets her writings on
various subjects and in various forms (including poems on contemporary politics and
a remarkable collection of writings on a board game designed as a contest of military
strategy) as part of her strategy to gain acceptance as a serious writer.

The title of chapter 6 (“The ‘Afterword’”) refers to Li Qingzhao’s famous
postface to Zhao Mingcheng’s notes on his collection of rubbings of ancient
inscriptions. The afterword has been usually read as a nostalgic remembrance of her
life with Zhao Mingcheng and serves as the main source for the idealization of their
marriage in both serious scholarship and popular imagination. Stephen Owen has
offered a reconsideration by scrutinizing hints of estrangement and references to the
imbalance of power and authority in the marriage in the text. Egan situates the text,
together with Li Qingzhao’s other writings from the same period, in the context of her
difficulties after the divorce and her need to regain her respectability. Such an approach
yields new insight into some unstated motives of the text. For example, in analyzing
Li Qingzhao’s detailed enumeration of the loss of her formidable collection of cultural
artifacts, Egan looks beyond her pseudo-philosophical reflection about the folly of
human possessiveness and probes into the reason that she might have exaggerated
her loss: given her unsettling experience with a number of characters (including the
emperor, a crooked landlord, and a deceitful second husband) who had managed to or
attempted to take possession of portions of the collection, it would be sensible for her
as a vulnerable widow to try to fend off future opportunists by leaving the impression
that little was left in the collection.

Egan distinguishes three stages in the reception history of Li Qingzhao. Chapter
7 (“The Beginnings of Li Qingzhao”) covers the period from the time after her death
through the Yuan dynasty. In this period, her image underwent an initial transformation.
Among her earliest critics, admiring praise of her poetic talent is tempered by sniffing
disapproval of her personal conduct. On the basis of her afterword, more sympathetic
commentators saw in her a like-minded companion to, and devoted wife of, Zhao
Mingcheng. In stories in an unofficial biography of Li Qingzhao that appeared by
the fourteenth century at the latest, the Zhao-Li marriage is idealized as a match
made in heaven. Song lyrics composed by male writers in imitation of Li Qingzhao
projected the image of her as a lonely woman in the absence of Zhao Mingcheng. Early
anthologies also tended to include only those of her song lyrics that would or could

-167-



FELYHREF Foth

reinforce that image.

During the Ming-Qing period, as shown in chapter 8 (“Saving the Widow,
Denying the Remarriage: Reception during the Ming and Qing”), Li Qingzhao’s
literary stature rose significantly as writing by women became more common and
more acceptable. At the same time, serious moral condemnation of her appeared, as
attitudes toward remarriage by widows turned increasingly negative. By the late Ming,
Li Qingzhao’s seeming violation of the ideal of a chaste widow had become a source
of dismay among critics who admired her as a poet. To resolve the conflict between
her literary reputation and the prevailing cultural norms, scholars undertook the task
of proving, with what now appears to be shaky evidence at best, that Song reports of
Li Qingzhao’s remarriage were vicious smears. By the late Qing, Li Qingzhao had
been successfully refashioned as a loving wife and a chaste widow, ever faithful to the
memory of Zhao Mingcheng.

Chapter 9 (“Modernism, Revisionism, Feminism: Reception in Modern Times”)
leads us from the early twentieth century to the present. In the first modern histories
of Chinese literature from the May Fourth era, Li Qingzhao was commonly included
as a canonical writer. Her impeccable image as a combination of poetic talent and
moral probity remained intact until 1957, when the Qing denial of her remarriage was
seriously challenged in two articles by a young scholar. The heated arguments that
ensued between the “remarriage camp” and the “anti-remarriage camp” illustrates how
literary historical revisionism serves the needs of cultural norms and how difficult
it is to overcome the staying power of the well-established preconceptions about
cultural icons. In the 1990s, efforts were launched to explore possible disharmony in
Li Qingzhao’s (first) marriage, under the hypothesis that Zhao Mingcheng had taken
one or more concubines or might have had extramarital affairs. This new line of inquiry
coincided with, and was probably influenced by, the spread of feminism and women’s
studies in mainland China, which provided impetus for reconsidering a range of issues
in Li Qingzhao studies.

Egan’s critical treatment of Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics in chapter 10 (“Song
Lyrics, Part 1) starts with Li’s habitual rewriting of earlier poetic lines, moves on
to a subset of songs about a woman’s outings into nature, and ends with the peculiar
mood of the speaker in quite a number of pieces. This presentational scheme may
seem somewhat odd, as the texts are grouped on the basis of disparate criteria such as
technique and subgenre. Egan’s aim in structuring the chapter this way is “to discuss
her best-known song lyrics as well as several usually overlooked, and also to take up,
one by one, the key aspects of her corpus that make it so distinctive.” (p. 325)

In the last chapter of the book (“Song Lyrics, Part 2”), Egan examines two
clusters of later attributions to Li Qingzhao. In so doing, he has two objectives. The
first is to investigate the connection between the growing acceptance of these works
as Li Qingzhao’s and the refashioning of her image to fit the changing cultural values
of later times; the second is to show the differences between these pieces and the
earlier, more reliable attributions (and thereby cast doubt on the authenticity of the later
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attributions).

As is the case with his scholarly work in general, Egan’s study of Li Qingzhao
combines great learning and sensitive reading of the texts. A particularly noteworthy
feature of the present book, which represents a welcome trend in the study of classical
Chinese poetry in English, is its deliberate engagement with native scholarship. This
can be exemplified in the discussion, in chapter 3, of one of Li Qingzhao’s best known
song lyrics. Commentators have interpreted the poem as her response to her separation
from Zhao Mingcheng. Egan goes to considerable lengths to expose the contradictions
in such interpretations before proposing the abandonment of the assumption that “any
woman we find in her compositions corresponds to the historical Li Qingzhao and
anything that a woman says to a beloved is a statement addressed to Zhao Mingcheng.”
(pp. 128-129) If the lonely lover in the poem is recognized as a conventional character
in song lyrics, then efforts to locate the piece in Li Qingzhao’s chronology become
unnecessary and meaningless. As Egan explains, he “could have reached this point in
the argument by more direct reasoning, yet that approach would have the disadvantage
of failing to engage the vast native scholarship and criticism on Li Qingzhao, which, as
learned and invaluable as it may be is, also often fraught with questionable claims” (p.
129).

Native scholarship is not just an object of Egan’s critical scrutiny. It also
helps to inspire some of his most insightful readings in the book. His penetrating
analysis of Li Qingzhao’s “Afterword” as motivated by her need to deter individuals
with predatory intentions toward her collection, builds on Nangong Bo’s [
finding that Li Qingzhao exaggerated her loss. The intriguing interpretation of the Li
Balang episode in Li Qingzhao’s essay “On the Song Lyric” as a veiled description
of her own extraordinary poetic capability was first suggested, as Egan scrupulously
acknowledges (p. 87), in an offhand remark by Li Guowen Z=[ 3 that Li Balang’s
winning performance represents Li Qingzhao’s success in stunning the literary world
of the capital. (Li Guowen’s remark comes from one of a collection of informal essays
marked by their literary appeal rather than scholarly rigor.)

Egan challenges long-standing preconceptions and builds a strong case for
treating Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics “as literary works and not as windows onto the
private life and emotions of the author.” (p. 325) In reappraising and articulating the
distinctive features and accomplishments of Li Qingzhao, Egan is not advocating a
wholesale rejection of autobiographical reading of poetry or an absolute separation of
the lyrical I and the historical author. His reservation about the viability of reading Li
Qingzhao’s song lyrics autobiographically is based on two particular circumstances.
One is the well-established generic convention for male authors to invent fictional
female personas in the song lyric. “It is condescending,” Egan argues, “to assume that
a woman is incapable of creating and manipulating poetic personas when we recognize
that ability in male writers.” (p. 323) We may want to observe here that critics who
equate Li Qingzhao with the female speaker in her song lyrics certainly do not mean
to be condescending to her but admire what they perceive to be the authenticity in the
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thoughts and feelings expressed in her works.

The other circumstance that leads to Egan’s criticism of the autobiographical
reading of Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics is that the paucity of her surviving writings
(totaling a few dozens), coupled with lack of references to her in contemporary
sources, makes it impossible to give a credible critical account of her life and works.
(Her situation forms a sharp contrast with major male writers of her day such as Su
Shi, Lu You, and Fan Chengda, who left behind thousands and even tens of thousands
of poems and numerous writings in other forms, on the basis of which detailed
biographies can be reconstructed with reasonable certainty.) The infeasibility of
relating Li Qingzhao to the voice in her song lyrics with meaningful certainty also
lies behind Egan’s reservation about some feminist-influenced readings of her works,
which are grounded in assumptions about details of her life that cannot be rigorously
verified, though feminist scholarship, as he makes clear, is instrumental in his thinking
on many issues in the book.

Faith in Li Qingzhao’s authorship can work wonders; it can endow a mediocre
work with “new power and intensity,” even in the minds of the most sophisticated and
learned readers, as vividly illustrated in the response by a number of luminary critics
from the Ming-Qing period to a late attribution to Li Qingzhao with questionable
authenticity and conventional quality. (pp. 368-369) The response of these critics, as
Egan puts it, is “no longer primarily a literary approach or reaction to the poem. It is
more of a pseudohistoricist or biographical reading of the work, in which the lines are
perceived as being infused with the thoughts and feelings of the great woman poet.”
(p. 373) We should probably bear in mind here that, in the Chinese literary-critical
tradition, it is not unusual for the distinction to blur between “a literary approach or
reaction to a poem” and “a pseudohistoricist or biographical reading of the work;”
getting to know the inner and outer worlds of the author (especially a canonical one)
is one of the ultimate goals of reading his or her poetic works. Even in a genre such as
the song lyric that relies heavily on the use of fictional voices, works expressing (or
believed to express) the genuine sentiments of the author are generally considered far
superior to works displaying mere technical ingenuity. Separating Li Qingzhao and her
life from her song lyrics, as Egan readily acknowledges, comes at a price: her works
may become “less effective for us, less moving and revealing.” However, he argues,
matters of literary effect and appreciation “need not be entangled with the issue of
putting Li Qingzhao’s literary work on an equal footing with that by male writers” in
terms of creating and manipulating poetic personas. (p. 323)

Egan’s advocacy and practice of treating Li Qingzhao’s song lyrics as literary
creations rather than autobiographical expressions also have far-reaching implications
for the very foundation on which rests her reputation as a canonical poet. In one way
or another, literary canons embody cultural ideals. Male canonical writers can figure as
icons in a relatively wide range of normative values, whether it is Tao Yuanming with
his high-minded withdrawal from public life or Du Fu with his noble loyalty to the
sovereign and moving concern for the common people. In contrast, the cultural space

-170-



£ 3F Reviews

in which a woman can emerge as an exemplar is very much limited to the domain
of familial relationships. As Egan’s extensive discussion clearly demonstrates, Li
Qingzhao’s enshrinement in the pantheon of China’s great writers is the outcome of a
long and assiduous process through which her image is configured and reconfigured so
that the poetic sentiments in her song lyrics become explicit or implicit manifestations
of her loving relationship with her husband. What happens to our conception of Li
Qingzhao’s greatness when the lyrical expressions of her genuine sentiments in her
song lyrics turn into dramatic performances of fictional voices in the interpretational
process? Will the reformulation of her literary accomplishments (in the slim corpus
of her surviving writings) be enough to make up for the loss of “authenticity” that has
been long valorized in the commentarial tradition and to keep her safely ensconced in
the Chinese canon? I am convinced that, for various reasons, Li Qingzhao will continue
to hold her canonical status. However, challenges such as those posed in Egan’s
ground-breaking study will compel us to rethink the grounds of her canonicity.
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