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Abstract

During the Qing Dynasty, ancient Chinese boudoir literature developed rapidly and
reached its peak. With the massive publication of works by female writers, numer-
ous prefaces and postscripts appeared in their anthologies. Given the unique iden-
tities of female writers and the special positioning of boudoir literature, the prefaces
and postscripts in anthologies of Qing Dynasty female poets developed distinctive
methods of acquisition, author circles, and writing characteristics. These prefaces
and postscripts themselves constituted a complex historical scene, narrating many

intricate stories about Qing Dynasty female writers. The prefaces and postscripts
present a real and complex historical scene, where multiple roles, voices, perspec-
tives, and competing forces are more direct and clearer than in the boudoir literature
works themselves. Conducting a comprehensive study of the prefaces and post-
scripts in anthologies of Qing Dynasty female poets helps us to better understand
Qing Dynasty female literature and culture, bringing us back to that authentic his-
torical scene.
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1. Overview of the Existence of Prefaces and Postscripts in Qing Dynasty Female Poets' Anthol-
ogies

During the Ming and Qing periods, ancient China's woodblock printing industry reached its peak. The convenience
brought by the developed publishing industry not only benefited male poets but also greatly aided women in seclusion,
who had limited access to formal education (Zhang Hongsheng, 2023). Consequently, besides books on women's
education, Qing dynasty women of talent had many opportunities to access other types of books. The flourishing
book industry of the Qing dynasty provided an excellent opportunity for women poets to push open the window and
step into the halls of knowledge. Coupled with family support and a relatively lenient social environment, many
women were no longer content with merely being recipients of knowledge and culture but gradually became produc-
ers of literary works. With the maturation of their writing and the accumulation of works, these female writers began
to have a consciousness of preserving and editing their works, eventually stepping into the field of publishing. It was
not uncommon for a female writer to publish multiple works or for the same work to be reprinted several times.

As practical literary forms attached to books, prefaces, and postscripts serve to introduce author information, ex-
plain the reasons for creation and publication, and interpret the main text. The increasing number of published books
during the Ming and Qing periods led to a rise in the number of prefaces and postscripts, making them an important
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type of writing for poets. Against the backdrop of the mass publication of anthologies of female poets' poetry and the
prevailing trend of writing prefaces, it became increasingly common for poets, relatives, friends, and local community
members to write prefaces and postscripts for these anthologies. Nearly all anthologies of Qing dynasty female poets
contained prefaces and postscripts, with it being quite common to see multiple prefaces and postscripts in a single
collection. This paper attempts to provide a comprehensive view of the prefaces and postscripts in Qing Dynasty
female poets' anthologies to gain a more holistic understanding of Qing Dynasty female literature and culture.

A comprehensive examination of the anthologies of Qing dynasty female poets reveals that, based on their unique
identities and the special positioning of women's literature, the prefaces and postscripts of these anthologies formed
their distinct methods of acquisition, authorship circles, writing content, and overall characteristics. In terms of ac-
quisition methods, because female writers' social circles were much narrower than those of male poets, and it was
inconvenient for women to interact with men outside the family unit, male relatives became the main contributors of
prefaces and postscripts for these anthologies. In addition to writing prefaces and postscripts themselves, male rela-
tives would also use their social networks to invite others to contribute. It was also common for female writers to
proactively request prefaces from their relatives and friends, and for some male poets to voluntarily write prefaces
for female writers' anthologies. However, it is undeniable that male relatives were the most important link between
female writers and the mainstream literary world. The social circles of male relatives largely determined the potential
social network of the female writers, with husbands and brothers having a particularly significant impact on the
composition of preface and postscript authors. This method of production and composition resulted in the prefaces
and postscripts of Qing dynasty female poets' anthologies having a higher degree of social interaction and reciprocity
compared to those of mainstream male poets.

In terms of content, the prefaces and postscripts of these anthologies inherited the tradition of discussing both the
author and the work, but due to the unique identity of the female authors, they presented different perspectives. This
included detailed literary descriptions of the secluded life of women, the expression of their inner voices, and a strong
tendency to critique the works based on the author's character. The writing style of these prefaces and postscripts was
influenced by the traditional portrayal of women, showing a strong biographical tendency. The personal deeds of the
female writers often became the main focus of the writing, while the critique of poetry and theoretical discussions
were often compressed. The traditional core of female biographies, which focused on recording women's virtues and
promoting moral teachings, was also reflected in these prefaces and postscripts. The writing frequently highlighted
the virtuous conduct of the female writers, to the extent that their identities as writers were significantly diminished,
and traditional gender roles such as filial daughters, virtuous wives, and kind mothers became the focal points. In
summary, due to the unique nature of the female poets and the literature and culture they generated, the prefaces and
postscripts of Qing Dynasty female poets' anthologies exhibited gender- and era-specific characteristics in every
aspect from acquisition to writing. This gave them unique cultural features and value within the mature era of preface
and postscript writing.

2. The Social Nature of the Prefaces and Postscripts in Anthologies of Qing Dynasty Female Poets

An essential characteristic that cannot be overlooked in the study of prefaces and postscripts in anthologies of Qing
Dynasty female poets' poetry and prose is the social or interpersonal nature of these texts. When an author of a preface
or postscript accepts a request, it implies that they must elaborate within a predetermined framework. This framework
is woven from various forces, such as the author's knowledge background, the content of the book being prefaced,
the identity traits of the person being prefaced, the relationship between the preface/postscript author and the prefaced
person, and the expectations and acceptance levels of potential readers and public opinion. Among these many rela-
tional frameworks, it is particularly important to note that, compared to other paratextual types, prefaces, and post-
scripts are primarily written by people other than the author themselves, thus enhancing their social nature and high-
lighting the influence of "people." The prefaces and postscripts in anthologies of Qing Dynasty female poets' poetry
and prose are much more socially intense than those in male anthologies, making the influence of interpersonal rela-
tionships significantly more pronounced in their formation and writing processes. Different perspectives and stylistic
expectations preset different viewpoints and writing methods.

When female writers' relatives wrote prefaces and postscripts for their anthologies, the main purpose of emphasiz-
ing the literary achievements of the female writer to highlight the refined elegance of the family was particularly
prominent. This writing style and purpose emphasized the female writer as a member of the family group, to some
extent reducing the writer's individual literary identity. Relatives would also utilize their priority access to and
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involvement in the female writer's works to become their spokespersons, effectively using personal information that
the female writer herself might be unwilling to disclose to promote the work. There were also many instances where
the preface and postscript authors had little interaction with the female writers. When they accepted the task of writing
a preface or postscript for a female writer's anthology, the challenge lay in how to quickly and effectively determine
and approach the theme, creating textual units to replace traditional preface/postscript writing blocks to fill narrative
gaps while avoiding complete formulaic writing and achieving the goal of promoting the female writer and her works
as expected by the requester. Therefore, such authors employed various writing strategies, such as shifting the focus
to the requester or to famous individuals closely related to the female writer or even to the preface/postscript author
themselves to fill in the social interaction gaps. This focus-shifting and evasion strategy also manifested in the critique
of the female writer's works. Authors of prefaces and postscripts would also use the identity of the female writer as
a writing entry point, choosing corresponding content based on the female writer's identity to provide convenience
in writing. Additionally, the use of "component-based" writing was common in these socially demanding prefaces
and postscripts. Through topic discussion and structural composition, authors could extend beyond writing about the
female writer and her works, filling narrative gaps while enhancing the thematic depth and rhythmic beauty of the
prefaces and postscripts.

When literary women wrote prefaces and postscripts for female writers, they could somewhat break free from the
male gaze, using their similar experiences and emotions to better understand the female writer's theme. This approach
led readers into a meaningful space closer to what the female writer intended, while also bringing to the forefront the
collective emotional states of female writers, such as their lives, marital situations, and creative difficulties. As for
self-prefaces written by female writers, they were often very humble, displaying a sense of identity and role awareness,
but beneath this narrative style, there was often an implicit highlighting of the author's consciousness and an adver-
tising intent (Jin Leilei, 2023).

3. The Defensiveness of the Prefaces and Postscripts in Anthologies of Qing Dynasty Female Po-
ets

Another characteristic of prefaces and postscripts is their outward dialogic nature. This aspect was recognized and
utilized by many authors who supported women's literature, turning the prefaces and postscripts in Qing Dynasty
female poets' anthologies into important tools for legitimizing and defending female creation and publication (Xing
Xiaoxuan & Zhang Hongsheng, 2023). Although literary creation and the publication of anthologies were no longer
forbidden zones for Qing Dynasty women, the controversies faced by women in literary creation still existed in the
real context. With the commercialization and scale of female literature, criticism of female writing and publication
became more prominent. Firstly, women's poetry writing raised practical concerns about whether it would interfere
with the completion of household chores. This issue, elevated to an ethical level, became a debate on whether wom-
en's talent would harm their virtue, known as the debate between talent and virtue. Secondly, aside from challenging
traditional concepts of talent and virtue and modes of living, women's poetry writing also gave rise to new ethical
issues, the most notable being the appropriateness of gender interactions during women's learning of poetry. Further-
more, from the perspective of poetics, female writers' works were often perceived as overly delicate and lacking
practical utility, contrary to the moral and political functions emphasized by traditional Confucian poetics. This con-
stituted the most controversial point of literary critique against women's poetry—its overly feminine quality. These
were the social reactions elicited by the process of women's learning and writing poetry. When it came to publishing,
the dissemination of women's poetry, the controversies persisted. If learning and writing poetry challenged the inter-
nal structure and educational model of households, publishing anthologies broke the barrier between the family and
the outside world, allowing the voice and image of the women to step out from behind the curtains. Besides the
criticism of exposing women's images, there was also dissatisfaction with women flaunting their talent and competing
for literary fame. Amidst such controversies, supporters of female writing and publication consciously utilized the
prefaces and postscripts in women's anthologies as a medium to rationalize and defend female writing and publication.
A comprehensive review of the prefaces and postscripts in Qing Dynasty female poets' anthologies shows that the
rationalization and defense of female writing and publication consistently accompanied female literature and had
developed into a well-formed argumentative model. Among the most common rationalization approaches were re-
counting and reinterpreting classical historical facts, defending female writers' motives and expected impacts based
on contemporary realities, and providing new interpretations of female literary styles from a literary perspective.
Some preface and postscript authors even used supernatural writing to find a legitimate place for women's literature,
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attempting to find a space for survival in classical, contemporary, and mythical contexts. Although some authors
straightforwardly rebutted the critiques of female writing and publication, generally, in defending female writing and
publication, authors took a more restrained stance, cleverly responding to or avoiding sensitive issues using literary
heritage or historical and contemporary experiences without touching ethical and moral bottom lines. They sought to
find as much leeway as possible for female writing and publication in a prudent manner. This process of constructing
the legitimacy of female writing and publication was a search for a "flexible space" within past legacies and contem-
porary experiences. However, because of this restrained attitude, compared to the often prominently subjective Qing
Dynasty female poetry, the personal consciousness and characteristics of female writers in prefaces and postscripts
written by men seemed to be somewhat "obliterated.” This was because the rules of male-dominated external and
internal gender norms and prioritizing female virtue were continually emphasized and reinforced during the defense
process, restricting female talent within the framework of female virtue. Nonetheless, this series of rational defenses
were efforts made by supporters of female literature for its development, and the conduct of these defenses within
prefaces and postscripts fully demonstrated the convenience of using prefaces and postscripts to connect female lit-
erature with the mainstream literary world.

Apart from rationalizing female literature, another common issue in the prefaces and postscripts of Qing Dynasty
female poets' poetry collections is the supernatural depiction of female writers. A comprehensive examination of the
prefaces and postscripts in anthologies of Qing Dynasty female poets' poetry reveals a marked preference for dis-
cussing the authors over their works. These extensive biographical narratives not only cover relatively objective
material such as the female writers' life experiences but also often include supernatural depictions of the writers. The
methods of supernatural writing in the prefaces and postscripts can be roughly categorized into early talent recogni-
tion, divine selection, goddess mythology, and natural spiritual aura (Xing Xiaoxuan, 2022). For instance, many
authors emphasize in their prefaces and postscripts that women's talent in poetry and prose is more of a natural gift
rather than a result of learning, a gift often manifested in the female writer's childhood. Additionally, in some prefaces
and postscripts, female writers are endowed with more supernatural traits, portrayed as divinely chosen individuals
or reincarnated goddesses, distinguishing them from ordinary women. When discussing the collective emergence of
female writers, authors often attribute this to a natural spiritual aura rather than objective social factors.

This type of supernatural writing about talented women has its specific literary and cultural contexts. Firstly, within
the scope of the preface and postscript genre in Qing Dynasty female poets' poetry collections, the commercial nature
of the genre led some authors to create a mythic image of the talented woman, detached from reality, to attract atten-
tion in the commercial publishing market and establish a classic image of the talented woman or her works. Secondly,
the distant relationships between the most preface and postscript authors and the female writers, combined with their
insufficient understanding or low evaluation of the female writers' works, led to a lack of critique of the women's
works in the prefaces and postscripts. Instead, they turned to recounting anecdotes and strange tales about the female
writers, which gradually became a tradition in the writing of prefaces and postscripts for female poets' poetry collec-
tions. Furthermore, supernatural writing about talented women could be a means for preface and postscript authors
to use the preface/postscript space to rationalize and defend female writing. By attributing the women's literary talents
to "divine gifts" or "divine selection," and incorporating a reaffirmation of gender and literary order into this super-
natural writing, they sought to win leniency for the act of female writing, which transcended traditional social gender
boundaries.

Looking beyond the preface/postscript genre, the trend of goddess worship was indeed a prominent characteristic
of Ming and Qing society. Influenced by this trend, talented women became important objects of mythologization
and deification. Successful examples of talented women myths, such as Ye Xiaoluan, also served as models and
inspirations for later generations. Moreover, the mythologization of talented women touched on the discussion of the
sources of women's literary talents, attributing them to innate abilities or divine forces, which, to some extent, re-
flected the male poets' perception of female literature as a "supporting role" or "cultural embellishment."

As an aspect of Qing Dynasty female literature, the phenomenon of the myth of talented women in prefaces and
postscripts of Qing Dynasty female poets' poetry collections embodied contemporary views, demands, and expecta-
tions of female literature and culture. Although these perceptions and expectations were predominantly framed by
male perspectives, interests, and demands, they also added new modes of writing and interpretation to female litera-
ture and culture, injecting new nutrients and vitality for their growth.

4. Conclusion

Prefaces and postscripts, as highly functional practical literary forms, are driven by their functional nature, which
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ultimately determines their development trajectory (Wang Runying, 2022). Theoretically, the primary purpose of
prefaces and postscripts is to convey the author's intentions, explain the origin and content of the book, and thus
promote the author and the book. However, in practice, this is often not so straightforward because they cannot escape
the normative constraints of the cultural context, which is particularly evident in the prefaces and postscripts of Qing
Dynasty female poets' poetry collections. Although these prefaces and postscripts created new spaces for writing
about women and their writings, they maintained the stability of traditional gender writing. Their emphasis on reas-
serting and stabilizing order often surpassed the promotion of the female authors and their poetry collections them-
selves. This constituted the most significant difference between the prefaces and postscripts of female poets' poetry
collections and those of male poets: they were not just writings dependent on the poetry collections themselves but
writings concerning gender order and literary order.

The prefaces and postscripts of Qing Dynasty female poets' poetry collections brought together various social
identities, including both genders, mainstream poets, and marginal writers (primarily female writers). They were
filled with various voices, including those expressing understanding and support for female literature and culture,
neutral and observant voices, and voices of opposition and prejudice. These prefaces and postscripts also gathered
multiple perspectives, showing how mainstream male poets viewed female literature and culture, how female writers
viewed themselves, and how writers of both genders reflected on the mainstream literary world. The prefaces and
postscripts of Qing Dynasty female poets' poetry collections presented a true and complex historical scene, clearer
and more intuitive than the female literature works themselves, with many clues yet to be explored.
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