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The Marketplace and the Beseiged City:
A Profile of the Jiankang Court Culture during the
Southern Dynasties

Y u-yu Cheng
Abstract

Using the example of the culture of the Jiankang capital during the Southern
dynasties, this paper will explore the mutual borrowings, imitations and tensions
between the opposing cultural fields of the court and the marketplace and the pub-
lic community and the privateindividual. On the one hand, we discuss phenomena
from the Southern dynasties such as the blurring of boundaries between literati and
plebeians, humble scholars and hermits evolving into powerful speakers, and the
court beginning to imitate the indulgent atmosphere of civil communities and
marketplaces. On the other hand, we delveinto the social context of thetimeto see
how the development of the literature of the Southern dynasties from folk ballads
to the lewd and colorful court style was paralleled in the court culture by develop-
ments in the entertainment system and borrowings into the political discourse of
thetime. Asaresult of thistrend, the court not only takes on the style of the city
and the marketplace but also borrows its discourse of letting personal desires run
amok. This, inturn, completesthe image of Jiankang being a“besieged city”, acity
of desire that is cut off from amore plebeian paradise.

Keywords: Southern dynasties, Jiankang, court culture, marketplace style, social
space, city image

Yu-yu Cheng is a professor in the Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan
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