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THE THIN HORSES OF YANGZHOU 

� WeiMinghua WB�� 

Translated and introduced by Antonia Finnane 

INTRODUCTION 

Wei Minghua, a teacher at the Yangzhou College of Culture and the Arts, has 
devoted his scholarly life largely to the study of Yangzhou culture. The more 
significant of his many essays on this subject have recently been compiled 
in a volume published by Joint Publishers:1 included in that volume is a 
slightly revised version of the article translated here. The title, "The Thin 
Horses ofYangzhou," is not self-explanatory. 'Thin horses' Cshouma I�L�D was 
a term used to denote girls reared specifically for the purpose of supplying 
Yangzhou's market in concubines. The term came to be indissolubly 
connected with Yangzhou. 

In this article, Wei Minghua considers the origins of the gendered stereo
typing of Yangzhou, his native place. Over a thousand years ago, Yangzhou 
was a great and prosperous place, a centre of merchant wealth and high 
culture, much celebrated in literature and later in legend as well. At this time, 
during the golden years of the Tang dynasty, the central literary motif for 
Yangzhou was established. It came from the pen of the poet Du Mu UtJ: 
who, in the midst of a life crisis, repented the years he had spent indulging 
in the pleasures of the flesh: 

Ten years and I woke from my dream of Yangzhou, 
Known only for cavorting in the houses of pleasure2 

In later centuries, other 'dreams of Yangzhou' were written which drew 
directly on Du Mu's imagery, encapsulating the experience of Yangzhou as 
that of the hazy, pleasurable world of the bordello.3 Between the sixteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, the clustering of salt merchants in Yangzhou 
succeeded in recreating a semblance of the grand city of Tang times. One 
thousand years after Du Mu, the poet and artist Zheng Banqiao ��i&m 06 93-
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1 Wei Minghua, Yangzhou wenhua tanpian 
[Remarks on Yangzh ou culturel ( Beijing: 
Sanlian Shudian, 1994), pp.1 50-67. The 
versi on presented here in translati on was 
given t o  me in manuscript form by the 
auth or in 199 2. An earlier an d much sh orter 
versi on appeared in a lea ding Chinese literary 
j ournal in 1983: Wei Minghua, "Yangzh ou 
sh ouma" [The thin h orses of Yang zh oul, 
Dushu 3 (1983): 103-7. I wish t o  thank 
Geremie Barm e for pr ovi ding me with a 
c opy of this essay. 

2 This oft-cite d p oem is translated in full in 
A. C. Graham, Poems of the late Tang 
( Harm ondsw orth, M ddl x: Penguin Books, 
1965), p. l23. 

3 The t rope has been traced in Wei Minghua, 
"Xi Yangzh ou meng da shiren: Du Mu he 
tade qiannian fengliu meng" [Analysing the 
Dream of Yangzh ou: the great p oet Du Mu 
and his th ousand-year er otic dreaml, in Wei 
Minghua , Yangzhou wenhua tan pian, pp. 
109- 27.  
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Figure 1 

WEI MINGHUA • ANTONIA FINNANE 

1765) "dreamt ofYangzhou, and then dreamt that Yangzhou 
was dreaming of [himJ . "  His verses make frequent reference 

Woodcut of a courtesan of the Qing period, by Gu 
YunchenliJi�E2.. Courtesans, like the 'thin horses', 
were trained in the fine arts. In eighteenth-century 
Yangzhou, recruitment to at least one famous house 
of courtesans was based on the talents of the girls 
rather than on their appearance. See Li Dou, 
Yangzholl huafang III [Chronicle of the painted 
barques of YangzhouJ (J 796; reprint ed., Taiwan: 

to prostitutes in connection with his Yangzhou days 4 
The appearance of typical Yangzhou characters in geo

graphical works and novels helped reinforce the images 
developed within poetry. On the male side these characters 
were salt merchants, whose wealth provided the basis for 
Yangzhou's flowering in the late-imperial period; on the 
female side they were 'thin horses', singsong girls or 
common whores, all prostitutes of one kind or another. The 
merchants are usually characterized as either vulgar or 
decadent, fond of "music, women, horses and dogs, " as the 
Chinese expression has it-at once miserly and extrava
gant, canny and uncouth. 

Xuehai Chubanshe, 1969), 9.16b (Source: Wei 
Minghua, Yangzholl wenhua tanpian, frontispiece) 

4 See Anthony Cheung and Paul Gurofsky, 
e ds an d trans. ,  Cheng Pan-ch'iao: selected 
poems, calligraphy, paintings and seal 
engravings ( Hong Kong: Joint Publishing 
Co., 1987), pp.46-8, 66, 73- 5. 

, Cao Xueq in, The story of the stone. Volume 
1: The golden days, t rans!' Dav id Hawkes 
(Harmondsworth, M ddl x: Penguin Books, 
1973), p.396. 
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The prostitutes are not represented with quite the same 
contumely as the merchants. It would seem fair to compare 
them with the gardens and teahouses for which Yangzhou 
was also famous. They summoned up an image of the city 
as a place of beauty and pleasure, the poignancy of their 
situation simultaneously allowing the poetic imagination to 
range freely from eros to pathos. 'Thin horses', as Wei 
Minghua shows, were very particularly associated with 
Yangzhou, and his article identifies the major texts that 
described the circumstances of these unfortunate girls. 

This highly gendered image ofYangzhou, developed in 
a literary context in which southern writings and southern 
literati were dominant, can be understood partly as a 
representation of the exotic. Yangzhou, both close to the 
south yet far from it, was felt to be different from the cities 
of Jiangnan. In Dream of Red ManSions, the heroine Lin 
Daiyu returns to Nanjing from Yangzhou, a distance of 
around a hundred kilometres, and is beseiged with ques
tions by Baoyu who asks of her: "What places of historical 
interest were there in Yangzhou? What were its inhabitants 
like? What were its local customs?'" 

Yangzhou was also a place of economic opportunity. Men crossed the 
river to find a job there when they could not make ends meet back home. 
There was an old saying dating from a time when the word Yangzhou actually 
applied to a vast area of south-east China: "If girding yourself with cash is 

6 Yi Junzuo, Xianhua Yangzhou [Idle talk on 
Yangzhoul (Shangha i: Zhonghua Shuju, 1934). 
Fo r a discuss ion of the case see Anton ia 
Finnane, "A place in the nation: Yangzhou 
and the 'idle talk' controversy of 1934," Journal 
of Asian Studies 53 4 (Nov. 1994 ) 1 1 50 -74 . 

7 Feng Zikai, "Yang zhou meng" [The dream 
of Yangzhoul, cite d in We i M inghua, "Analys
ing the Dream of Yangzhou," pp .121-2. 
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your aim, Fly to Yangzhou on the back of the crane." The imagined availa
bility of the prostitute perhaps summed up the idea of access to power and 
wealth in Yangzhou while the word 'Yangzhou' itself came to be equated 
with the image of beautiful women with extremely small feet. 

There was more to this image of the city than simply the power of a 
metaphor. In the late-imperial period the city's population included a consid
erable number of sojourners who either sought out occasional sexual 
partners or actually set up second homes there. Such practices were common 
enough throughout China at the time. In Yangzhou, probably the wealthiest 
city in eighteenth-century China, young girls were exploited by profiteers to 
the full. Given the presence in Yangzhou of so many prosperous merchants, 
the number of extant texts making reference to 'thin horses' in particular or 
prostitutes in general should come as no surprise. When the merchants and 
the money departed, so did the number of prostitutes decline: in this, as in 
some other respects, Yangzhou was replaced by Shanghai in the late nine
teenth century. 

* * • 

The present article is substantially concerned with a hidden history of 
Yangzhou, one which featured the procurement and sale of young girls for 
the sexual gratification of men of means. The author guides the reader step 
by step through the major and minor literary references to this specialised 
market, demonstrating its extent and its duration over time. At one level, his 
aim seems merely to be the critical exposition of a barbaric practice which 
history has done well to leave behind. 

Although the texts have their own historical interest, to my mind the most 
interesting aspect of this article is that the author has identified the problem 
of silence reigning over a particular aspect of local history. He is not the only 
person in modern times to have drawn attention to the problem of prostit
ution in Yangzhou's past. In the 1930s, the publication ofYiJunzuo's �{S1j: 
Idle Talk on Yangzhou resulted in a well-publicised court case which centred 
precisely on the question ofYangzhou as a place which "produces women. ,,6 
In the 1950s, the cartoonist and social commentator Feng Zikai � Tt� reflec
ted on his own 'dream ofYangzhou', a dream in which a middle-aged woman 
confronted his nostalgia for the romantic past by reminding him of the price 
that she had paid for it in blood, sweat and tears7 

These writers had their different motives for referring to the issue of 
prostitutes in connection with Yangzhou. YiJ unzuo was frankly contemptuous 
of Yangzhou as a place and as a society. In depicting it as a place which 
"produces women," he was concerned to highlight a negative example: for him 
China's future lay elsewhere. Feng Zikai, on the other hand, was already 
living in that future and had to come to terms with the disappearance of a 
culture whose passing in some respects he regretted. He was prepared to 
embrace the modest, workaday Yangzhou of the 1950s as something more 
honest and dignified than the glamorous Yangzhou of earlier centuries. 
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Figure 2 

Zheng Xie (Banqiao) ��� cW;jiD, 
one of the 'eight eccentric' anists of 
Yangzhou CYangzhou baguai 

HUH J\ t�D. A native of Xinghua 
district, which lay within Yangzhou 
prefecture, Zheng took advantage of 
the flourishing an market in 
Yangzhou to retire from offiCialdom 
and make his living through the sale 
of paintings, mostly in the bamboo 
genre (Source: Zheng Banqiao j i  
[Collected works ofZheng Banqiao] 
[Hong Kong: Zhonghua Shuju, 1979]) 
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8 Cf. Zhu Ziqing, "Wo shi Yang zhouren" [I 
am from Yangzhou] , in Zhu Ziqing yanjiu 
ziliao [Research materials on Zhu Ziqing ], 
e d. Zhu Jinshun ( Beijing: Shifan Da xue 
Chubanshe, 1981), pp.30 5-9. 

Figure 3 

One of China's better-known writers 
during the Republican period, Zhu 
Ziqing was registered as a native of 
Shaoxing but grew up in Yangzhou, 
which he came to regard as his true 
native place. He wrote a number of 
essays on Yangzhou at a time when 
the city had largely ceased to be a 
subject for literary compositions 
(Source: Zhu Qiaosen, ed., Zhu 
Zi qi ng [Beijing & Hong Kong. Sanlian 
Shudian, 1983J, frontispiece) 

WEI MINGHUA • ANTONIA FINNANE 

Wei Minghua has grappled more closely with the issue of the past. His 
careful excavation of the 'thin horse' texts is driven in part by a scholar's 
curiosity. Other of his writings show the same attention to detail, the same 
detective'S interest in the discovery of evidence. He has no interest as such 
in exposing the skeletons in Yangzhou's cupboard. On the contrary, he is 
writing about his native place, concerning which he elsewhere states: "Make 
no mistake: I love Yangzhou. "  But it is a place which, like the Republican 
essayist Zhu Ziqing *= E!?� 0898-1948) before him, he loves, warts and all. 
Like Zhu, he seems irritated by native-place chauvinism which in its most 
recent phase has been marked by a rash of articles and essays written in 
celebration of Yangzhou's glorious past.s 

Wei's scholarly exposition of the 'thin horses' is true to a general trend away 
from the celebration of courtesan culture. Between the eighth and nineteenth 
centuries there was a certain consistency in the way in which prostitutes and 
bordellos were used in the depiction of Yangzhou, each generation of writers 
building on the words of their predecessors in a progressive elaboration of the 
Yangzhou dream. The twentieth-century literature on Yangzhou shows the 
image of the Yangzhou prostitute being deployed in a new way within the 
boundaries set by nationalism and modernization .  

In Idle Talk on Yangzhou, Yi ]unzuo, a product of  the new culture and 
new politics of post-Qing China, repudiated the Yangzhou heritage as being 
incompatible with the needs of the modern nation, and he did so in part 
through a hostile depiction ofYangzhou women as prostitutes. The book was 
written in the context of the Japanese occupation of Shanghai in 1932, and 
the figure of the Yangzhou prostitute arguably provided Yi with the gender 
balance he needed for his simultaneous depiction of the Yangzhou male as 
a traitor to the nation. 

Wei Minghua, who writes in greater detail and with greater accuracy 
about the traffic in Yangzhou women, does so from quite a different perspect
ive but for a purpose that may not be so far removed from Yi ]unzuo's . 
Perhaps the clue to his article lies in its concluding paragraph, in which he 
observes that after all there are two Yangzhous: one cultured, the other vulgar; 
one sturdy, the other decadent; one civilized, the other barbaric. In this he 
agrees with Yi]unzuo, who described Yangzhou as both refined and vulgar. 
But, concludes Wei, "is this true only of Yangzhou?" If this cryptic question 
is in effect asking the reader to reflect on the gloriOUS history of China, then 
he, like Yi ]unzuo, is writing about women and Yangzhou as a way of 
reflecting upon the state of the nation. 
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..#. THE THIN HORSES OF YANGZHOU 

Yangzhou is one of twenty-four places in China to have been designated a 
'city of historical and cultural significance'. 9 One of the consequences of this 
has been that everyone and everything connected with Yangzhou now seems 
appropriate subject matter for an essay: Jian Zhen �� , gardens, the 'eight 
eccentrics', dimsims, hortensias-in brief, if there is a subject worthy of an 
essay, someone seems to have written on it. 10 This flurry of writings is enough 
to bring to mind the literary debate which arose out of the "Idle Talk on 
Yangzhou" case in the 1930s 11  But it is anyway difficult to envisage an end 
to essays on Yangzhou. The city's place in literature was firmly established 
by Du Mu's famous line: "ten years and I awoke from my Yangzhou dream, " 
the inspiration for centuries of poems, stories,  novels and family lore. 12 

Given the number of articles published in recent years, it is somewhat 
surprising that none touches on the subject of 'the thin horses of Yangzhou' . 13 
Perhaps the subject has been avoided because people think it reflects poorly 
on the place. Although myself from this locality, I think such an attitude 
unwarranted. Anyone with the slightest knowledge of classical poetry referring 
to Yangzhou will be familiar with the mentions of the literary, musical and 
culinary achievements of the city but at the same time can hardly have avoided 
noticing the frequent references to eroticism. There can be no doubting the fact 
that such expressions as the 'Yangzhou dream', 'the wind and moon at the 
Four-and-Twenty Bridge', and 'Sui Yangdi gazing at the hortensia' are all 
intimately connected with the 'mansions of Qin and the lodges of Chu', that 
is to say, with the brothels of Yangzhou. 

My interest in this was sparked by reading Cao Juren's ��1= Myself and 
My World, in which Cao makes reference to an article written by Zhu Ziqing. 

5 1  

9 There are now si xty-two such cities, but at 
the time my original article was published in 
Dushu the list contained only twenty-four. 
The first list was issued in 198 2, the year 
before the original article appeared. 

10 Uian Zhen (688 --763) was a Buddhist 
monk who travelled to Japan in the Tang 
dynasty. He is the object of considerable 
veneration and sustained historical interest 
in contemporary Yangzhou. On the gardens 
ofYangzhou see ZhuJiang, Yangzhou yuan
lin pinshang lu [An appreciation ofYang zhou 
gardens] (Shanghai: Shanghai Wenhua Chu
banshe, 1984). On the 'eight eccentrics ', a 
group of artists active in Yang zhou in the 
eighteenth century, see, inter al., James 
Cahill, Fantastics and eccentrics in Chinese 
painting (New York: Arno Press, 1976); 
Giacalone Vito with Ginger Cheng-chi Hsu, 
The eccentric painters oj Yangzhou (New 
York: China House Gal lery, China Institute 
in America, 199 0) .  The cuisine of Yangzhou 
has yet to be written about at any length, but 
Zhu Ziqing salutes it in his essay, "Shuo Yang
zhou" (see below, n . 14).  'Hortensia' I have 
used as a convenient though not absolutely 
precise translation for qionghua tJ[1t, a rare 
flower which has iconographic significance 
in Yang zhou. Notes added by the translator 
are enclosed, like this one, in braces . 1  

11 iSee above, n .7. 1 
12 iFor a translation of Du Mu 's poem in full 
see Graham, Poems oJthe late Tang, p. l23. 1 

13 iFor other references in English to the 
'thin horses of Yangzhou ' see Lin Yutang, 
trans. ,  "Professional match-makers," in Trans
lations Jrom the Chinese (the importance oj 
understanding) (Cleveland and New York: 
World Publishing Company, 196 0),  pp. 229-
31 ; D .  E. Pollard, trans., "The Jades of Yang
zhou," Renditions 4 0  (Autumn 1993):16 0- 2; 
Dorothy Ko, Teachers oj the inner chamber: 
women and culture in seventeenth century 
China (Stanford, Cal . :  Stanford University 
Press, 1994), pp. 261-6. 1 

Figure 4 

An eighteenth-century teahouse by 
the canal on the north side of the city. 
Teahouse life was integral to 
Yangzhou culture and was 
responsible for the excellence and 
fame of Yangzhou tlianxin; or 
dumplings (photograph by the 
author) 
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14 Cao Juren, Wo yu wade shijie [Myself and 
my worldl (Beijing: Renmin Da xue Chuban
she, 1983), pp.386-7. {The passage cited is 
from "Shuo Yangzhou" [Speaking o f  Yang 
zhoul, first published in Renjianshi 16 (1935 ) 
3 5-6 1 

15 {This game is referred to in the Ming novel 
jin ping mei. See David Tod Roy, trans., The 
plum in the golden vase or, Chin p 'ing mei, 
vo U, 7be gathering (Princeton, N .].: Prince
ton University Press, 1993), ch.12 ,  p.228; 
ch.16, p.320. 1 

16 Present orthographical convention uses 
the character � in such cases. 

17 Liang Shaoren, Liang ban qiuyu an suibi 
(Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Chubanshe, 1982), 
juan 4, p. 183. 

Figure 5 

A seedling horse (yangma) [top}, and 
a walking horse (xingma) [bottom} 

WEI MINGHUA • ANTONIA FINNANE 

In his article, Zhu states in part that at the mention of Yangzhou, people 
immediately think of a place which "produces women." Now, Zhu Ziqing 
himself grew up in Yangzhou: his house can still be seen there. Yet he appears 
to have had no reservations about mentioning this aspect of Yangzhou's 
history. Unless people of the present are to be deemed responsible for the past, 
one might indeed wonder why the darker side of history should be passed over 
in silence. As Cao Juren notes further, Zhu Ziqing goes on to say: 

I spent most of my youth in Yangzhou and never saw any very remarkable 
women around. Perhaps at that time women still rarely ventured out in public. 
But this so-called 'producing women' which has long been talked of actually 
refers to concubines and prostitutes. The word 'produce' is thus used in the 
same sense as in 'producing wool' or 'producing apples'. TheDreamMemories 

ojTaoan includes a passage, "The Thin Horses ofYangzhou," which documents 
this , but it is something of which I have not the slightest personal knowledge14 

Why members of the human species should be decribed as 'thin horses' 
is less immediately obvious than why they might, however unfortunately, be 
regarded in the same light as produce such as wool or apples. In Liang 
Shaoren's �*gff: Random Notes from the Hut of Two Autumn Showers we 
find listed various expressions incorporating the word 'horse': 

The word 'horse' has more than one usage, but only two general meanings: 
one relating to number and the other to appearance. In the ceremonial game 
of toss pot :t��, asking who won is 'establishing the horse' nJ� .  In present 
custom, we play guess fingers with what is called a 'fist horse' *,,� ,15 the 
implement for weighing silver is called a 'law horse' $,� [also written litP! 1, 
gambling chips are called 'counter horses' iW,� , and keeping score from one 
to nine with a brush is called 'striking the horse' tJ,�.:r . All these usages employ 
'horse' in the sense of counting 1 6 When a carpenter assembles three pieces 
of wood with the top one at an angle, the crosswise piece on top can readily 
be cut with an axe: this is called 'making the horse' i'f,�. The stool used in 
transplanting seedlings is called a 'seedling horse' f9c,�. In The Rites ojZhou 

it is stated: "The superintendant of the residence sets up railings and reinforces 
them. "  This is glossed as a 'walking horse' rJ,�. Further, the Buddhist images 
painted on paper and burnt after a religious festival are called 'armoured 
horses' Ej3,�. And the place where land and water meet by the city is called 
a ' horse head' ,�gfj [also p!gfj, i .e.  a wharfl. Further, on the three-stringed 
mandolin, the part bearing the strings [i .e.  the bridge] is called a 'string horse' 
�t,�. A chamber pot is called a 'horsey' ,�.:r. All of these reflect the 
appearance of a horse. 'Iron horse' �,� for the metal leaves under the eaves 
of the roof and ' horse door' ,�r� for the side door in a boat cabin are the only 
terms of uncertain etymology.17 

Liang's failure to include 'thin horse' in this seemingly exhaustive list of 
usages of the word 'horse' must be due to the rarity or peculiarity of the term. 
Nor can the term be found in recently-published editions of dictionaries such 
as the Ciyuan or Cihai. It is listed in the Taiwanese Greater Dictionary of the 
Chinese Language which gives two meanings: first, 'an emaciated horse'; and 
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second, 'a term for prostitute' .  This dictionary, however, provides no gloss 
on the term, so the reader remains unenlightened as to its origins. 

What is repugnant in the past deserves to have been eradicated, but as 
a historian might note, this does not mean it should be obliterated from the 
record. One could say this of the 'thin horses'. What exactly are these 'thin 
horses'? Not only does a learned man like Zhu Ziqing say he has "not the 
slightest knowledge" of them; in earlier times people seem to have sought 
the origins of the term without a great measure of success. For example, the 
Qing-dynasty scholar Zhao Yi Ml� wrote a passage entitled "Raising thin 
horses" which reads: "Yangzhou people bring up prostitutes whom they sell 
as concubines. This is colloquially termed 'raising thin horses', the meaning 
of which is unclear. "18 

But that 'thin horses' refers to young girls taken in and trained to serve 
as prostitutes or slave-girls seems not to be in doubt. Zhang Dalai '§j[** 
wrote: 

Many people in Yangzhou buy young girls from poor families, teach them to 
read and write, sing and dance, and when they are older they are sold off as 
slave girls for prices of up to a thousand taels. They are called 'thin horses> 19 

This is a clear explication of the term. In former times it was basically 
sanctioned practice for wealthy men to take in concubines and buy slave 
girls. In large prosperous cities, there were not only introduction agencies 
where people made a business of buying and selling slave girls, but also 
training centres specially for rearing 'qualified' girls as slaves and concubines 
for the great households: these were the 'thin-horse breeders' (yang shouma 
zhe �JI,�:jlf). Yangzhou was probably the most famous place for this. Why 
otherwise would Kong Shangren JL ['i¥) if have written in Peach Blossom Fan: 

Now in the ancient palace of Wu, 
The women's quarters open anew, 
And in Yangzhou the slender horses 
Are one by one put through their paces. 
Drums of H uaiyang, Kunshan strings, 
Suzhou girls and Wuxi songs.20 

The early commentaries on the 'thin horses ofYangzhou' are from around 
the late Ming period. Wang Shixing I±ti wrote: 

In Guangling [Yangzhoul, there are families who bring up slave girls, a practice 
commonly termed 'raising thin horses' .  In general this refers to taking on other 
people's children, bringing them up and educating them, just as if they were 
their own children. Many of the most beautiful women in the country must be 
from Guangling. Their foster mothers train them in female propriety and the 
forms of politeness. The superior ones can peform on the Zither, play chess 
and sing. The very best are accomplished in calligraphy and painting, the less 
able in embroidery and other female arts. In their readiness to selve a man's 
wife and show deference to their peers, they are most seemly, neither flouting 
convention nor giving way to stupid quarrels. They captivate men's hearts and 
minds. So men who want concubines all go to Guangling 21 
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18 Zhao Vi , Gaiyu congkao [Collecte d 
researches of Gaiyu] (n.d. [Qing dynasty]), 
38 25 

19 Zhang Dalai, Hou jia ji [First collection: 
part two], cited in Xu Qianfeng, Yangzhou 
Jengtu jiliie [Sketch of the Yang zhou locality] 
Taibei: Xin xin Yinshua You xian Gongsi), 
p.79. 

20 Kong Shangren, Taohua shan (Peach 
blossom fan), ed. Wang Jisi and Su Huan
zhong ( Beijing: Renmin Wen xue Chubanshe, 
1959), pp. 163-5. ICf. the rather free translation 
in K'ung Shang-jen ( 1648-1718), The peach 
blossom Jan, transl. Chen Shih-hsiang and 
Harold Acton ( Berkeley, Calif. : University of 
California Press, 1976), p.19 0. This translation 
provides no allusion either to Yangzhou or 
to 'thin horses ', despite the annotation 
provided in the Wan and Su e dition on 
which the translation is based.) 

21 Wang Shi xing, GuangzhiyilGeneral topo 
graphy : a disquisition] (Beijing: Zhonghua 
Shuju, 1982), p.29. 
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Figure 6 

A rockfrom the Garden of Nine Peaks 
cJLu!!�j). Yangzhou 's gardens were 

famous for their strange rock 
formations and merchants vied with 
one another to find artists skilled in 
rockery design (photograph by the 
author) 

WEI MINGHUA • ANTONIA FINNANE 

It need hardly be said that the 'thin horses' are selected from "other 
people's children. " The phrase "just as if they were their own children" is 
rather more difficult to credit. It seems unlikely that people would have been 
willing to hand over their own daughters to be brought up as whores, except 
in the most extreme circumstances. And in undertaking to train these pitiable 
girls in the forms of politeness, performance on stringed instruments, 
calligraphy, painting and embroidery, the 'thin horse breeders' were hardly 
performing a charitable act. 

In Hunting in the Wild, Wang Shixing's contemporary Shen Defu ttf�r,'J 
includes a passage entitled "Guangling Harlots, "  in which the circumstances 
of the 'thin horses of Yangzhou' are recorded in rather greater detail: 

Nowadays men wanting to buy concubines can usually be found in Guangling. 
There are some who sneeringly refer to these women as 'thin horses' but I 
certainly do not. " A  woman's looks are her destiny": this is Li Wenrao's dictum. 
Among prostitutes and concubines, where are those from wealthy families? In 
fact there are not many remarkably beautiful women in Yangzhou, but there 
are people there who make a business of buying and selling women. Even 
officials and rich families keep numbers of girls for profit, and some raise 
dozens. They are taught deportment from an early age-entering and retiring, 
sitting and standing-so that in walking and greeting precedence is observed. 
Furthermore, they are taught to be satisfied with their lowly position, and to 
serve the mistress of the house. For this reason, the ladies of wealthy house
holds might be jealous of girls from other places but nice to those from Yang
zhou. The men thus enjoy peace at home. I was in Yangzhou for a long time 
and day and night saw the bridal chairs coming and going ceaselessly to the 
sound of drums and music. Furthermore, there were sometimes wealthy 
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visitors there in search of their mothers' relatives. Grief and joy were frequently 
to be seen at the one time. I also observed among those buying concubines 
many who did so on the basis of the girl's skills. This was really absurd. Those 
performing on the zither could execute no more than "Yan Hui ,,22 or "Plum 
Blossom. "  Those able to paint could produce only a few branches of bamboo. 
Those able to play chess could make only the opening moves. Those who 
could sing could render no more than a couple of bars of "Belt of Jade" or "All 
the Worthy Guests ." If after the interview the women were asked to sing 
anything further, they were immediately embarrassed. There were also those 
who could write, which was even more ridiculous. If the visitors were officials 
the women would write for them characters such as ' flg�f;!,j�**± ' [libu 
shangshu daxueshi-President of the Board of Civil Appointments and Grand 
Secretary]. If visitors were provincial graduates, the women would write 
'�-Efl�-:g' [diyijia diyimin/rfirst place in the first rank]. If the visitors 
were scholars, the women would write ' M¥7I; , (jiryuan---top provincial graduate] 
or '*7I;' [huiyuan-top metropolitan graduate]. The observer would be 
amazed and thinking the calligrapher wonderful, would ask for her hand 
without suspecting the truth. On arriving home she would be asked to take 
up her brush, but would prove to know none but these characters. In these 
cases, the women were generally not of great beauty and would be instructed 
in other arts so as to be sold off more quickly. The gullible could not fail to 
be taken in. Only the very astute were able to see through the practice 23 

From this passage it is clear that those in the business of 'raising thin 
horses' were not only ordinary households but included "the great house
holds of officials, " some of which "brought up several girls, " others "scores 
of girls . "  The motive for giving them a little training in the skills of playing 
the zither, calligraphy and painting was nothing other than ensuring a 
"speedy sale, " so as to "recoup the original investment with profit." 

'Raising thin horses' flourished in the Ming dynasty and continued 
unabated through to the later Qing dynasty. Thus Xu Ke ffl;fPJ in Gleanings 
from the Qing states: 

Yangzhou was dependent on the salt monopoly. By the beginning of the 
Tongzhi reign [1861-74] the wealthy merchants and powerful traders were no 
longer what they had been but the demand for sing-song girls and pretty 
women continued as of old. Hunting for powder and fishing for paint [i .e. 
searching out concubines] had become a firmly established custom. Older 
women from the locality bought up lovely young girls, binding their feet, 
painting their faces and coiling their hair. They controlled their eating in 
accordance with whether the girls were fat or thin and trained them in singing, 
dancing and to perform on stringed instruments so as to enhance their value. 
The daughters of poor families were put to this use. The practice was known 
as 'raising thin horses,24 

The 'thin horse breeders' could, then, be considered educators of a kind. 
In training the thin horses in female propriety and the forms of politeness, 
they provided them with a spiritual education which prepared them psycho
logically to be the willing slaves of their future masters; in "teaching them 
singing, dancing and the stringed instruments," they provided them with an 

22 The n ame of a disciple of C onfucius. 
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23 Shen Defu, Wanli yehu bian [Hunting in 
the wil el] (Beijing: Zh onghu a Shuju, 1959), 
pp.597-8.\1 h ave b as ed my rendering of this 
p ass age on a draft tr ansl ati on by B ai Limin, 
Dep artment of Chinese, Vict ori a University 
of Wellingt on. }  

2 4  X u  Ke, Qingbei leichao [Gle anings from 
the Qingl (T aibei: Sh angwu Yinshugu an, 
1966) v o1.38, p.38. 
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Figure 7 

"Canying the qin" (Xie qin) by 
Huang Shen ji'i:Ji. [1687-1 7791 
Huang, a native of Fujian, spent a 
number uf years in Yangzhou and 
like Zheng Banqiao is regarded as 
one of the 'eight eccentrics' (Source: 
Lu Hao, ed., Yangzhou baguai huaji 
[Collected paintings of the eight 
eccentrics of YangzhuuJ [Nanjing: 
Jiangsu Meishu Chubanshe, 1985J, 

P39) 
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artistic education which equipped them with the skills to be competent 
entertainers for their future masters; and in "controlling their eating in 
accordance with whether they were fat or thin, "  they gave them their physical 
education, which made them physically ideal playthings for their future 
masters. Such was this great educational entreprise. 

Even more perturbing was the process of the thin horses' graduation and 
obtaining a position. There were scores of so-called matchmakers or old 
wives who relied exclusively on the thin horses for a living. The methods and 
steps they went through in examining and selecting the appropriate 'thin 
horse' were detailed and thorough in the extreme-as rigorous as might be 
employed today in the selection of a ballet dancer. In the passage, "The Thin 
Horses of Yangzhou , "  from The Dream Memories of Tao an mentioned by Zhu 
Ziqing, the process of selling off the 'thin horses' is described in detail: 

There are hundreds of people in Yangzhou making their living from 'thin 
horses'. If  someone is thinking of acquiring a concubine, he should on no 
account let it be known, for once the news leaks out the old wives and brokers 
will all be at his door like so many flies around rank meat: he can shoo them 
away and they still won't go. At daybreak they will be hurrying him out the 
door. The first matchmaker to arrive will be the first to drag him off, the others 
all trailing in her wake, queuing up for their turn to wait on him. 

On reaching the house of ' thin horses', he is seated and served with tea. An 
old wife brings out a 'thin horse' and says: "Young lady, greet the guest!,,
and the girl drops a curtsey. "Young lady, walk forward! "-and she walks 
forward. "Young lady, turn!"-and she turns to face the light, so that her face 
is displayed. "Young lady, show us your hand!"-and she lets her sleeve fall 
right back: her hand, her arm and her skin are displayed. "Young lady, look 
at the honourable gentleman!" She steals a sideways glance, and her eyes are 
displayed. "Young lady, how old are you?" She answers, and her voice is 
displayed. "Young lady, walk again'" She walks, holding up her skirts, and her 
feet are displayed. But there is a method to observing feet: if the sound of skirts 
rustling precedes the girl coming out, her feet will certainly be large; if her 
skirts are held high and she steps out boldly, her feet must be small. Finally, 
it is "Young lady, please withdraw'''-and as one goes, another comes in. 

In a single household, one has to view five or six girls: it is the same in all 
others. If a man sees the right girl, he takes a hairclasp or hairpin and sticks 
it in her hair. This is known as 'staking a claim'. Otherwise, he produces a few 
hundred coppers as a tip for the old wife or the household attendants, and 
proceeds to the next viewing. If the old wife tires, there are many others lined 
up waiting to serve him. A day, two days, up to four or five days-if he is not 
worn out-will not have exhausted the possibilities. But once he has seen fifty 
or Sixty girls, with their white powdered faces and their red gowns, they all 
look the same. It is like someone learning characters who writes a single char
acter a hundred, a thousand times, without even knowing what this one 
character means. 

The guest makes mental calculations on what he sees, but really has nothing 
to go on. He has no choice but to to make some sort of move and just settle 
on a girl. After he has 'staked his claim', the household comes up with a red-
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coloured bill on which are listed so many pieces of coloured silk, so many 
jewels, so many wedding gifts, so many bolts of cloth. The guest is presented 
with a well-inked brush to mark off the items. When he has endorsed the 
wedding gifts and bolts of silk as acceptable to him, the household pays its 
respects to him and he returns home. 

Well before he has arrived, musicians and drummers are at his door, along 
with panniers of elegantly presented lamb and wine. Another moment, and 
the gifts, pastries and sweetmeats are ready, and musicians and drummers go 
off with them. Before they have gone half a mile, the bridal chair and lanterns, 
lights and torches, sedan carriers and bridal attendants, paper candles, 
sacrificial frUits, meats and sweet wine are waiting at the door. The cook 
arrives, carrying yet another load, so altogether there are vegetables, roast 
meats, dumplings, a decorative awning, pastries, tablecloths, cushions, jars of 
wine, crockery, dragon-and-tiger longevity charms, bridal largesse and money 
packets, a small choir and stringed instruments. Without waiting for a word 
from the bride's end, and even without orders from the master, the bridal chair, 
together with the smaller chair for the relative who accompanies the bride, is 
off to fetch the bride. Amidst music and drums, lanterns and torches, the chair 
bearing the bride arrives back, along with the attendant chair. The bride bows 
before the alter, her attendants take their seats, the singers and strings perform, 
all is commotion 25 

In Strange Things Encountered in the Course (jf Dalliance Li Yu Figure 8 

57 

25 {Cf. translations of this passage by Lin 
Yutang and David Pollard. See above, n.13. }  

26 Li Yu, Xianqing yu qi (Hangzhou: Zhe
jiang Guji Chubanshe, 1985) juan 3, p. 108. 
{For a full translation of Li Yu's essay see 
Wolfram Eberhard, "What is beautiful in a 
Chinese woman?," in Moralandsocialvalues 
oj the Chinese: selected essays (Taipei: 
Chengwen Publishing Co., 1971), pp.273-
88. A partial translation, including this passage, 
is in Lin Yutang, "On charm in women," 
TranslalionsJrom the Chinese, pp.232-5.l 

27 Qingchaoyeshidaguan (Shanghai: Shang
hai Shudian, 1981), p. 143. [The measure 
referred to in this passage is a moxian �*'l!l ,  
a measure of five Chinese feet or approxi
mately five feet ten inches imperial.} 

*?�, sought to show off his talent for selecting beautiful women: 

Once in Yangzhou I was chOOSing a concubine for a certain gentle
man. There was considerable variety among the beautifully dressed 
girls who came before me. They all started off with heads bowed, 
standing until ordered to look up. One made no show of shame and 
lifted her head directly. Another was really very shy: I pressed her 
repeatedly before she would lift her head. Yet another would not 
lift her head straight away, only doing so after urging, first with a 
brief glance, seeming to look at one but not really looking, then 
resuming her posture before raising her head, waiting till she had 
been looked at, then with another darting glance lowering her head 
again. This is real 'charm, 26 

Feng Zikai 's 1957 painting of the Four-and
Twenty Bridge = + IZYm, a historical site in 

Yangzhou (Source: Wei Minghua,Yangzhou 
wenhua tanpian, ./i-ontispiece) 

It is clear that 'charm' is what Li held most important. In the 
Compendium of UnoffiCial Histories of the Qing there is a compa
rable account: 

Jiang Xiqi was the grandson of Lord Wensu . . . .  He had a weakness 
for sex and had long since particularly enjoyed intimacies with tall 
women. So he had in readiness a long tape measure and those who 
matched its length were acceptable for his use. They were known 
at the time as 'measured beauties' 27 

Jiang, it is clear, was most interested in height. Both these 
accounts pale in comparison with Taoan's, for in the buying and 
selling of the 'thin horses', face, hands, bosom, belly, eyes, voice 
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28 Zhang Yingchang ed. ,  Qing shi yi [Qing 
poems, annotated} (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 
1983), juan 25, p.950. 

Figure 9 

A late-Qing copy of a 'painted barque 
(huafang :l:JtlJ) or pleasure craft 
standing before the Rainbow Bridge, 
which marked the starling point for a 
tour of the famous sites of Yangzhou 's 
Thin West Lake �jZ§iliJD. Prostitutes 

frequented the lake in distinctive 
boats and exchanged pleasantries 
with potential client�or were 
abused by them (photograph by the 
author) 
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and feet were all examined one after the other until the hairpin was fastened, 
at which point the basic transaction had been accomplished. For the 
completion of the business, one has to look to the results of the haggling 
between buyer and seller, which was conducted on the basis of "so many 
pieces of coloured silk, so many jewels, so many wedding gifts, so many bolts 
of cloth. " The comparison with a livestock market, with people buying and 
selling mules and horses, is compelling. 

Although the term 'thin horses' originated in Yangzhou, from the time of 
the Qing dynasty there was no want of imitations in the so-called 'flourishing' 
areas of Jiangnan. For example in the Qianlong period one Shi Yunyu t1¥Ifil.::E, 
of Wu county, wrote a poem entitled "The Thin Horse Market": 

What a hardship when the horse you breed is thin; 
What a hardship when the girl you raise is plainl 
For a thousand strings of cash, the steed is sold: 
For a lovely girl the rich pay more in gold. 
Suzhou girls but three or five-they look so sweet 
With eyebrows trimmed and little crippled feet. 
A look will cost one thousand cash at least, 
Ten thousand and she'll serve you at a feast. 
The parents talk of money, not the match: 
A lousy Handan merchant gets her for his catch. 
A bird of prey, the go-between-she matches high with low: 
A bird of paradise, the girl; the merchant but a crow 28 

Shen Qingrui it.?jlUiffi of Changzhou also wrote a poem called "The Thin 
Horse Market." The preface states: "Depraved matchmakers in Suzhou take 
in and raise the daughters of poor families, holding them as rare commodites. 
This is called 'raising thin horses'. I have written a poem lamenting this . "  

The poem reads as  follows: 



You ought not raise a skinny horse: 
It should be nice and plump. 
And for a girl, you like to have 
A beauty, not a frump. 
Even though a horse be thin, 
It can still be mounted, 
But in a girl a plain face 
Cannot be surmounted. 
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First comes the crafty go-between saying: "I've the skill to make the plain 
pretty. If you will, your daughter can be raised by me. I'll teach her dress and 
make-up, to read and write and play upon the strings. A year or two and she'll 
look grand. If  she doesn't marry, you can ask me to sup, but when she's 
married off you must pay up. 

An official comes to buy a concubine: the noise of horse and carriage fills 
the streets. He enters , takes a seat, and she comes out: curtsies deeply, and 
again, and then stands up. He asks her age: fifteen will not do, and even 
thirteen is too old. The mathchmaker sings her praises, though falsely, and the 
village whore becomes a fairy queen. Ugly Lack-o'-salt, the lovely Xizi,- he 
cannot tell apart 29 

Though pa and rna are first to get the money, 
The go-between is very quick to come: 
"Before she's wed," she says, "ask me to sup, 
But when she's married off you must pay up." 

With interest it will clearly be hundreds or thousands; you must certainly 
pay, and without delay. 

Off with the money the matchmaker goes, 
The parents weep and curse, 
They money they got from selling their girl, 
All gone to the matchmaker's purse! ,,30 

How repulsive the matchmaker, how hateful the official, how pathetic the 
parents and how pitiable the girl-all could be said to leap off the page. This 
poem suggests just how flourishing the trade in 'thin horses' was in Jiangnan. 
On coming to the late Qing, we find a couplet written by Zhang Nanzhuang 
5�i¥.iH of Shanghai: 

To earn yourself a bowl of rice, 
Get yourself mounted on a thin horse.31 

Further, in flourishing, commercialized Jiangnan, there were from early 
on people skilled in malpractice in the 'thin horse' business. In the Kangxi 
period [seventeenth century], Gong Wei UJt of Kunshan included in his 
Chaolin Writings a passage on "Thin Horses and White Ants" :  

Among the people of my district are those who take in women, adorn them 
with cosmetics and jewels and sell them off as concubines. They are called 
'thin-horse breeders' .  The residents of these households are called 'white ants' 
because they neither sew nor spin. The two operate in concert, so someone 
intent on buying a concubine hastens along to them to make his choice. If a 
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29 I'Wuyan', which I have translated here as 
'Lack-o'-salt', is actually the name of a county. 
The story goes that during the Warring States 
period, a woman of this county, in Shandong 
province, was out plucking mulberry leaves 
when King Xuan of Qi passed by. She spoke 
to the king of the four dangers to a state. 
Although she was forty years of age and of 
homely visage, he took her as as his queen 
and introduced sweeping reforms in the 
management of h.is court and kingdom. The 
reforms included the removal of female 
musicians. See Zhongguo Yangliuqingmuban 
nianhua ji [Chinese woodblock new year 
prints from Yangliuqing] (Tianjin: Xinhua 
Shudian, 1992), plate 9, and note, n.p. The 
eighteenth-century painter Min Zhen ��, 
associated with the Yangzhou school, may 
have been making direct reference to this 
tale when he portrayed a matronly figure in 
his ink-on-paper work, "Gathering Mulberry 
Leaves" (see Figure 11) .  This undated hanging 
scroll is in the Beijing Palace Museum 
collection. See Kao Mayching ed., Qingdai 
Yangzhou huajia zuopin [Paintings by 
Yangzhou artists of the Qing dynasty from 
the Palace Museum] (Hong Kong: Art Gallery, 
Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1984), 
pp.265, 271 . Xizi, an alternative rendering of 
Xishi, is China's Helen. Her story is that 
during the Spring and Autumn period, the 
kingdom ofYue was at war with the kingdom 
of Wu. The King of Yue knew that the King 
ofWu was of amorous inclination, so he had 
his minister Fan Luo send a beautiful girl, 
Xizi, to the Wu court. Subsequently the 
government of Wu was neglected and the 
state so weakened that Yue achieved victory. 
An elaboration of this has Xizi returning to 
Fan Luo after the defeat of Wu and living 
happily with him by West Lake.! 

30 Ibid . ,  p.947. 

31 Zhang Nanzhuang, Hedian (Beijing: Ren
min Chubanshe, 1981), p.102 .  
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32 Gong Wei, Chaolin bitan[Chaolin writingsl 
(Beijing: Zhongh1l3 Shlljll, 1981), p.96. 

Figure 10 
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girl takes his fancy, her price shoots up. Otherwise he has to pay a small 
gratuity; this is called 'showing the money'. Accordingly, there is the 
occasional idle drifter who just undertakes to 'show the money' but is then 
moved by lust to make a choice. And the 'thin-horse breeder', hastily urging 
the 'ants' forward, does so with manifold deceits. In revealing the girl's looks, 
she changes the ugly for the beautiful; she conceals age, making the woman 
out to be a girl. It  even happens that with much sounding of drums and music, 
the girl is seen off to the boat, the gleeful retinue talking deceitfully of a 
blushing bride, but the union never takes place. With the excuse that luggage 
has been left behind, the mathchmaker ascends the bank and makes good her 
escape. The victim of the fraud rushes to claim his prize, lifts the veil for a look, 
and it is nought but a clay mannikin in full dress! When he turns to look, the 
retinue has dispersed. He goes back to take up the matter, but the neighbours 
all say that the house was just temporarily rented the previous night, and they 
know not where the people have gone. He wants to take it to law, but has no 
name to put forward. All he can do is vent his wrath. This sort of fraud is 
common practice.32 

Again, in Night Rain and Autumn Lights Xu an Ding 'j§'�§rl of Tianchang, 
active in the Tongzhi-Guangxu period [mid- to late-nineteenth centUlYl, 

wrote as follows: 

The Little Qinhuai Canal /J\*r�rOJ, which separated the 

old and new cities of Yangzhou, was named ajter the 
famous canal in Nanjing and, like the latter, was once 
lined with restaurants and brothels (photograph by the 
author) 

A gentleman of high position gathered together his 
wealth and went to Suzhou to buy a concubine. The 
matchmakers summoned dozens of girls but none took 
his fancy. Then an old woman who had been following 
him around came up and said: "Master sets his sights 
high, choosing none of these women. Miss Precious 
Spirit, of my aunt's family, cannot fail to please him, but 
she prizes herself and her price will be high."  On 
hearing this, the gentleman said: "If she is truly beautiful, 
how can price be an obstacle? I only fear that the reality 
will not match her reputat ion. Bring the young lady 
along and let me have a look." The old woman smiled 
and said: "I know the master just likes looking at thin 
horses, inviting them along for his inspection and then 
not partaking of the repast. How could I be willing to 
send off this lovely young girl to be looked at by 
someone?" The gentleman apologized and said he 
would like to go together with her to pay a call. The old 
woman said: " I  will tty having a word. I don't know 
whether or not she will agree." The gentleman was 
willing to pay her well, so the old woman went to ask 
the girl if she would consider him. 

After five or six days the gentleman was getting tired 
of waiting when the old woman came along elatedly 
and said: "Depend on me, there is no cause for despon
dency. She is willing to meet with the master." 
Accordingly, he went to see her. The girl greeted him 
with a curtsey and then withdrew. She was graceful of 
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bearing and lovely of face. The gentleman completely lost his heart to her. 
Then on hearing the jangle of her zither, the sweet chirp of her chatter, the 
melody of her song, he became more and more besotted. With some urgency, 
he asked the price. The old woman hastily covered his mouth, pulled him 
outside and said: "Master is mistaken. The matter of this girl should not be 
treated heedlessly. You must ask to take her as a secondary wife, only then, 
since her father is greedy and ambitious, might you persuade him. When she 
arrives at your place, she will just have to put up with the distinctions between 
wife and concubine. "  Then she added: "The betrothal will cost only one 
thousand taels. The girl needs clothes and jewellery, and on top of that a 
decorated sedan chair to receive her. If one of these is lacking, your proposal 
will not succeed. "  

The gentleman, still quite beside himself, followed all these instructions. S o  
the marriage contract was drawn u p ,  the bride price paid, lots cast, and the 
bride sent for. The gentleman hired a grand barque to serve as the bridal 
chamber, desiring to repeat the story of Fan Luo and Xizi33 travelling the five 
lakes. He also purchased a slave girl to wait upon them. On the day, the 
decorated sedan chair arrived, the bride entered the cabin supported by the 
old woman and the slave girl, then the old woman took advantage of the 
commotion and slipped away. The gentleman removed the veil over the 
bride's face: her expression was glowing, but she neither moved nor spoke. 
Desiring to take her to the nuptial couch, the gentleman dismissed the slave 
girl and took her uinto his anns. The bride lost her footing, but made no sound. 
He took a light and shone it upon her-and before him was nothing but the 
wooden image from some temple! He hastily sent a messenger to the girl's 
house, but the door was locked. He called on all the neighbours but they said: 
"The family just happened to take this house for the purpose of marrying off 
their daughter. They have already sent the girl off, and now we do not where 
they are . "  He made inquiries of all the matchmakers, but none knew the old 
woman. Calculating that he had spent more than a thousand taels, he was left 
with no recourse but to return home in disappointment, his coarse little slave 
girl in tow.34 

This sort of fraud is also known in the north, where it was referred to as 
'diddling' (chuo baoer �@5t). The Ming writer Lu Rong Ili?g of Miscellane
ous Notes Jrom the Garden oj Pulses, states: 

In the capital there was a woman who was married off to a man from out of 
town. His first sight of her was of a beautiful woman coming out to greet him 
with a curtsey, but come the marriage he found an ugly girl had been placed 
in her stead. This is known as 'a diddle, .35 

Although there were 'thin horses' in Jiangnan, the 'thin horses of 
Yangzhou' had their distinctive characteristics, which like the city ofYangzhou 
itself were "both refined and vulgar"-to quote an expression used by Yi 
Junzuo in Idle Talk on Yangzhou. "Yangzhou," wrote Mr Yi , "is more than 
any other a place with resonances for people. Virtually everyone who likes 
travelling to scenic spots, or has literary ability, hankers after Yangzhou. Not 
only this, Yangzhou is also a salt-producing area, and thus wealthy salt 
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3 3  See above, n.29. 

34 Xuan Ding, Ye yu qiu deng [Night rain and 
autumn lights! (Changsha: Yuelu Shushe, 
1985), pp.215-16. 

35 Lu Rong, Shuyuanzaji (Beijing: Zhonghua 
Shuju, 1985), pt 7, pp.8&--9. 

36 Yi ]unzuo, Xianhua Yangzhou, p . l .  
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37 Fei Xuan, Yangzhou mengxiangci, unpub
lished manuscript in the possession of the 
author. 

38 Jin Zhi, Buxia dai bian [Informal compos
itions] (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1982), pt 5 ,  
p.92. 

Figure 1 1  

"Gathering mulberry leaves " (Cai
sangtu) by Min Zhen (J 730- ? ), a 
native of Nanchang but of Huizhou 
extract, and a painter of the 
Yangzhou school (Source: Liu 
Huihuang, Zhongguo shintl tuji 
[Collected drawings of Chinese ladies) 
[Hong Kong: Qinggongye Chubanshe, 
1990}, P. 137) 
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merchants congregate there. Further, Yangzhou is a place which produces 
women, and this attracts dilettantes and sensualists. "36 

The loftiness of the scholar mixed with the profanity of the merchant, the 
beauty of the scenery alongside the squalidness of human society-this is an 
accurate enough representation of the Yangzhou of that time. From this Yi 
Junzuo concluded that Yangzhou was "both refined and vulgar," writing: 
"We do not have to examine the geography of this at once refined and vulgar 
place: a glance at its history and a survey of its present circumstances will be 
sufficient to adjudge its real worth. " Although many Yangzhou people feel 
no great affection for Yi Junzuo, I consider this description of Yangzhou as 
"both refined and vulgar" a singularly perceptive one. 

And is it not? Raising thin horses is trading in human beings: this is vulgar. 
But then such elegant designations are applied to the bodies of the 'thin 
horses'. Thus during the Qing, Fei Xuan IUlf in his "Fragrant Verses of the 
Yangzhou Dream" intoned: 

Marvellous Yangzhou! 
I recall the chief households: 
The girls with hair like beetle wings, 
In the 'apricot leaf' style-
Or four locks combed up into an orchid flower 
Married off and gone to distant parts , 
They broke their hearts with grieving}7 

The author commented: "Poor families who identified their daughters by a 
certain coiffure were called 'Head Households', or were said to be 'breeding 
thin horses'. Apricot Leaf, Plum Flower, Daoist Cap-these all denoted differ
ent hairstyles. Orchid Flower Heads had their hair divided in four parts at the 
temples and combed to resemble an orchid, hence the name. " What with the 
apricot leaves, plum flowers and orchids, all vulgarity had been refined out 
of sight. 

While trading is taken as 'vulgar', 'raising thin horses' could be viewed as 
stylish and celebrated in verse. It is even the subject of some quite well
known poems. In the Qing,Jin Zhi �1i wrote not without some pride about 
his uncle: 

My uncle Xuan Dao was early known for his talent. He wrote thirty stanzas 
of the Bamboo Verses of Guangling, one of which was on everyone's lips: 

At thirteen she's painting and studying chess, 
At fourteen, it's music and verse. 
Who cares about talk of 'raising thin horses'? 
The girl's an adornment to the family hOllse!38 

The bamboo verses of Yangzhou are well known: many people wrote 
them, so they became widespread. Jin's Bamboo Verses of Guangling were 
not of course to be found among the classics. It was just this verse with its 
mention of 'raising thin horses' which "was on everyone's lips" refined to the 
point of vulgarity. 
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The business of refined yet vulgar, vulgar yet refined, does not stop here. 
Take the famed Thin West Lake of Yangzhou, of which Zhe Ziqing, in his 
essay Summer Days in Yangzhou, wrote: 

Half the pleasure of a Yangzhou summer is to be found on the water-what 
people refer to as the "Thin West Lake." The name is derived from West Lake, 
but it is really far too 'thin'-refined to the point of vulgarity. Frankly, I don't 
like it.39 

If the thinness of West Lake can so discompose someone, what then of 
the thinness of 'horses? 

What are the origins of the term 'thin horse? Cui Lu m$ in Diary oj a 
Changan Spring 

The traveller laughs at himself, and doesn't return. 
How sad to ride a thin horse, humming on one's own. 

Tang Yanqian }gf�� in "Changling" :  

Mounted o n  a thin horse, this scholar o f  great reknown 
Takes a last look at the city of Wei beneath the setting sun. 

Su Shi �.nit in "Parting from Zi You on Horseback at West Gate, Zhengzhou": 

I will think of you in the bitter cold, with your furs worn thin 
Riding alone on a thin horse beneath a waning moon. 

Chao Chongzhi ;7[itJlz in "Morning Journey": 

Ambition departs with age: now I desire 
To mount a thin horse, and travel the long road.4o 

Qiao Ji �5 in "Leaning on the Rail: on Jinling Road": 

Thin horses carry poems to distant parts; 
In the village, the weary crows sound sad. '>41 

Ma Zhiyuan ,��� in "Sands of Tianjing: an Autumn Reflection": 

Rotting fences, aged trees, the dusky crows; 
A small bridge, households where the water flows; 
A thin horse on the ancient road: the west wind blows. ,>42 

The term "thin horses" used in these examples generally refers to actual 
thin horses. Not so Eo Juyi's B$� "Regrets" : 

Do not feed thin colts 
Do not teach young whores 
It's clear what will happen: 
If in doubt, sirs, look around 
The fattened horse gallops away, 
The grown whore can sing and dance. 
After three years, before five harvests, 
I hear a new master has been found. 
Let me ask the masters, new and old, 
Which one is happy, and which bitter? 
Take a pen, sirs, and on a large sash 
Please set these words down 43 
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Il (Beijing: Sanlian Shudian, 1991), p.39. 

40 All cited in Zhongwen da cidian [Diction
ary of Chinese literature], vo1.22, p.329. {I am 
indebted to Victor Cheng for help with the 
translation of this and the preceding three 
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41 Quan Yuan san qu [Complete verses of 
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42 Ibid, p.594. 
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plays] (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju), vol .6, 
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46 Xu Ke, Gleanings from the Qing, vo1.38, 
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the word horse (ma ,�) is repeated (qu 
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48 {Yet another illustration of this simile is  to 
be found in fin ping mei, where, in Roy's 
translation, Dame Wang sums up the 
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must often share her bed with a clumsy 
clod."  Roy, The plum in the golden vase. 
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This poem not only explicitly refers to 'raising thin horses' but also 
mentions 'thin horses' alongside 'young whores' . There would seem to be 
little doubt that the term has its origins here. 

But there is no real necessity for this sort of exhaustive etymological 
research, for regarding the female sex as horseflesh is an ancient and wide
spread phenomenon. Women are referred to among some unenlightened 
peoples as mere 'beasts of burden'. In "The Ballad of Han Peng," from the 
Dunhuang manuscripts, the virtuous wife is described as weeping for Han 
Peng and citing the line "One horse cannot wear two saddles, one woman 
cannot serve two husbands. "  In Love Songs and Secret Lore of Cangyangjiala, 
there is a poem which goes: 

Although a wooden boat has no heart, 
A horse's head can turn to look at one. 
But my unfeeling sweetheart 
Will not deign to turn her face towards me 44 

In the Ming play The Phoenix and the Hairpin, Huang Sheng ii':± leads 
off on the topic of "loving the lass and swapping the horse" by intoning: 

By the feed trough his beast , by the pillow his wife, 
He mounts them in turn, as day follows night. 
If  his woman he chooses to swap for a nag, 
At night he might mix up his horse with his hag 45 

Xu Ke glosses the expression 'leaping the feed trough' thus: "Leaping the 
feed trough was originally used in reference to prostitutes who wantonly take 
their instruments from one boat to the next; the allusion is to horses going 
from one trough to the next to take food or water. ,,46 

It is said that in ancient Greece, the philosopher Socrates married a 
formidable woman. When asked why, he replied: "The finest horseman likes 
to ride a spirited steed. For the same reason, I have taken a fiery wife . "  This 
is probably the earliest instance in Western literature of women being 
compared to horses. Among Chinese people to the present day, there is a 
sa ying: "The wife I won and the horse I bought: I mount them and I beat them 
both . "  Strangest of all, in Yangzhou patois the expression for 'taking a wife' 
is still 'taking a horse'. 47 

For a long period in the evolution of human society, women have 
undoubtedly been seen as horses for men to ride 48 The use of the word 
'mount' in reference to 'mounting a woman' carries deep resonances. The 
addition of the word 'thin' to horse gives expression to the desire for the 
fragile beauty fashionable in the Ming and Qing dynasties, but this word also 
has a descriptive realism: with body and heart alike shrivelled and so many 
tears of misery shed, how could they but be thin? 

Why is it that this perverted practice was especially prevalent in Yang
zhou? According to Xu Qianfang ��n , the reason lay in the low sex ratio. 
In A Brief Account ofYangzhou Customs he quotes Zhang Dalai's description 
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of the 'thin horses', cited above, noting it served only to give weight to 
hidebound attitudes. He goes on: 

The ancients wrote of Yangzhou that "for every two men there were five 
women [wu nil er nan] , "  so the practice of selling girls flourished. In the Ming 
Dynasty, many men purchased concubines in Yangzhou: these were known 
as 'thin horses' .  Nowadays the little daughters of humble families become 
concubines when they grow up, a custom which is 
difficult to prohibit. But this does not entail the purchase 

Figure 12 
of girls. There are still some people who actually buy 
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young girls ,  but they are limited to professional 
procuresses. The latter are commonly said to be from 
Yangzhou, and there seems to be some truth in this.49 

To posit the sex ratio as a reason for the sale of women 
is certainly an explanation of sorts, but this can hardly be 
the most significant reason. From the Sui-Tang period 
through to the Ming and Qing dynasties, Yangzhou was 
consistently important as a centre of government, economy 
and culture. There can be no argument that this made it 
a great and flourishing place, but these same factors were 
also responsible for deep misery. Much has been said of 
Yangzhou's prosperity, but this is only one aspect of the 
city's history. Who knows how many 'daughters of poor 
families' were being humiliated and abused while men of 
letters sentimentally intoned lines such as "Under the 
heavens on a moonlit night, Yangzhou gets two-thirds the 
light, "SO or "The Guangling beauties' fragrance rises even 
to the skies, And Heaven's flowers, irritated, envy them 
their charm?" Who knows how many unhappy stories 
along the lines of 'raising thin horses' were then being 
lived out? 

Lotus Flower Bridge �1b;fit, later renamed Five Pavilion 

Bridge Ii. 'T;fit, one of the sights on Yangzhou 's Thin West 

Lake (Source: Zhao Zhibi �Z�, Pingshantang tuzhi 
[Illustrated gazeteer of Pingshan Hall} [J 765}, reprint ed., 
Zhongguo Fangzi Congshu, Huazhong Difang nO.401 
[Taibei: Chengwen Chubanshe, 19831, vol.2, p .46 7) 

But "moonlit nights" and "Guangling beauties" are 
certainly not all of Yangzhou. For a glimpse of the real 
Yangzhou we can turn to the local gazetteers, edited by 
officials. Even here, however, there is no possibility of 
concealment. The following passase is from the Gazetteer 
of Yangzhou Prefecture. 

In this locality there are rascals who seek to make a profit 
from buying up young girls from poor families with few 
moral principles. Their aim is to dress them up, train them in the various arts 
of singing, danCing, writing, painting and sell them at a profit to matchmakers 
for marrying off to wealthy merchants and travelling officials. They may first 
be had for no more than ten or so strings of cash, but on marriage the price 
suddenly goes up to many hundreds. Poor families, observing the profits, do 
not hesitate to thrust their own daughters into the business. For this reason, 

/' 
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merchants and travelling officials desiring to purchase a concubine all talk of 
Yangzhou: the deer comes and the flies gather, flooding the market. 
Frequently there are cases where someone pretends she is a matchmaker and 
then fraudulently registers the girl as a musician. Of all degraded customs, 
none is as bad as this .'1  

Do we not have here an obvious reference to 'the thin horses of 
Yangzhou'? 

It is a matter for little wonder that Yangzhou is a city renowned for its 
history and culture, but this 'historical' and 'cultural' period cannot be 
considered only from the perspective of its wealth, for it was a prosperity 
underpinned by human suffering and degradation. 

There are in fact two Yangzhous, and not only in the sense invoked by 
Yi ]unzuo when he distinguished the "refined" from the "vulgar. "52 One is 
robust, the other decadent; one creative, the other parasitic; one civilized, the 
other barbaric. Fan Changjiang fe. -&IT wrote a poem entitled "Visiting 
Yangzhou" which begins: "There are two Yangzhous, one corrupt, one 
great. "53 

But is this true only of Yangzhou? 
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