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Playing the Female Voice in the Sanqu Songs
of the Yuan Dynasty

Yu, Tsung Jung

Associate Professor, Department of Sinophone Literatures,

National Dong Hwa University

Abstract

The tradition of “men writing in the female boudoir voice” in Chinese literati
poetry, originating from Shijing and Chu Ci, finds its continuation and innovation
in the sanqu songs of the Yuan dynasty. Since the Wei-Jin period, while poetry by
male literati assuming female personae that often depicts the grievance of a yearning
wife has become a typical genre through which generations of male literati implicitly
express their unattainable ambitions and reserved sentiments, folk poetry, in contrast,
is more direct and emotive in displaying the complexity of female voices, including
those of a yearning wife. Although Yuan sanqu songs follow the tradition of male
literati assuming female personae in their works, with the sorrowful tone of a
yearning wife most prominent, generally speaking, they are closer in spirit and style
to the diverse and complex connotations of folk poetry. In addition, contrary to the
metaphorical subtlety and implicit aesthetics of the traditional yearning-wife poetry
by male literati, Yuan sanqu songs’ expression of a yearning wife’s grievance is solely
candid and straightforward with no obvious metaphorical intention. Strengthening
the narrative element in their rendering, Yuan male poets tend to make the woman

in their sanqu songs the agent of the event, describing her story, speech, practice,
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and psychology meticulously and presenting the woman’s reactions and emotions
directly with plain yet poignant language. Such a candid style eschews the space for
metaphorical association and creates a sense of genuine and heartfelt beauty. The
male poet’s voice on behalf of the woman is essentially a kind of “playful imitation”
out of performance and play. When performed at social gatherings, these works in
realistic and vibrant colors not only satisfy the entertainment needs of the audience
but also showcase the poet’s brilliant craftsmanship. As public entertainment, these
female-impersonating compositions presented in a formulaic structure invite a tacit
bond between the poet and the audience that opens a welcoming gate of appreciation
and enjoyment. In breaking away from the traditional metaphorical framework of the
male literati’s female-impersonation poetry, Yuan male writers of the sanqu songs
stress the nature of such play as well as playfulness, distinguishing themselves in the

long tradition of literati female-impersonating writing.

Keywords: sanqu songs, imitation and impersonation, yearning wife, boudoir griev-

ance
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