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TheWritings and Cultural Construction of Gardensand Mansionsin
the Market-towns of Jiangnan Region during the Ming-Qing Period

Wu Jen-Shu
Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica

Abstract

This paper explores the cultural history of market towns in the Jiangnan region by
analyzing their gardens and mansions during the Ming-Qing era. Most previous research on
Jiangnan market towns has tended to focus on their social and economical characteristics,
while scholarship on Ming-Qing gardens and mansions has centered on renowned urban
centers such as Suzhou and Hangzhou. However, Jiangnan market towns also featured a large
number of gardens and mansions, but we know relatively little about them.

This paper adopts three different perspectives in order to investigate the cultural aspects
of gardens and mansions. First of al, | begin by observing the connection between garden and
mansion construction and socia customs since the late Ming period. Here | argue that the rise
and decline of the number of gardens and mansions reflected social and economical changes
in the Jiangnan region, and that the superior conditions of market towns contributed to the
expanded building of gardens and mansions. The purpose authors had in common was to use
records of these sitesto represent the superiority of local culture.

Secondly, through atextual analysis of records of gardens and mansions in market town
gazetteers, | try to explain the authors’ motives in composing these texts, as well as the
standards they used for selecting suitable materials. Furthermore, gardens and mansions
selected for incluson in local gazetteers conformed to the ideal “scholar” gardens or
mansions. If owners of the gardens or mansions were not officials or gentry, their gardens
would be stricken from the record or simply overlooked.

Finaly, | explore two perspectives that records of gardens and mansions emphasize —
activities in literary and artistic fields and material culture — in order to show the models by
which the gentry and literati intended to construct the ideal “scholar” garden or mansion. The
aim of these cultural practices was not only to construct cultural status, but also contribute to
the formation of actual socia relationships, thereby expanding the owner’s popularity and
influence. The material culture of gardens or mansions had abundant and plural symbolic
meanings. Decorations were symbols of the weath and economic power of their owners,
collections symbolized their cultura taste, and exhibitions marked their status. These two
kinds of approaches were interactive, and worked in tandem to construct a special image of

“scholar gardens and mansions”.
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Thus, the authors of local gazetteers, while representing the local cultural traditions of
market towns, in fact duplicated scholar culture to a certain extent in a form of cultura
reproduction that strengthened the traditional gentry’s culture and status.

Keywords: Ming-Qing Period, Jiangnan, market-town, Garden, Mansion.



