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Secret Garden: Polysemantic Spacesin Qing Women' s
Tanci Narratives

Siao-chen Hu
Abstract

Intraditional discoursesof space and gender in China, women’ sproper position
wasusually constructed asnei, inside. Privacy and feelings were thus associated with
this feminine positioning. However, in femal e authored texts produced during the
Ming and the Qing dynasties we find quite complex and multi-faceted representa-
tions of the inner worlds women were supposed to inhabit.

Using female authored Qing dynasty’ stanci narratives, this paper exploresthe
multiple functionsthe enclosed spaces of the garden could play inwomen’ sfictional
texts. In these narratives, the garden is depicted as a space where female characters
can find solitude, an area of reclusion within the crowded household. On the other
hand, it creates a contact zone between the “inner chambers” and the outside world,
and thusit becomes a dangerous areawhere women's desirefor transgression can be
expressed, if not fulfilled. Furthermore, because of the proximity of house and garden,
it also symbolizes a place of rest and escape from menial routine of household
work, while providing a mysterious enclosure in which to experience the unusual
and the fantastic. Thus the garden can and should be read on all these multiple
levels, and its readings can enrich our understanding of women’ sspatial perceptions
and desiresin Qing China.

Keywords: ranci, Jinyuyuan, Bishenghua, garden, desire
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