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This study examines the communicative function, political value, and epistolary stages of letters during the war-filled early
Southern Ming period. The term “Southern Ming” was proposed by modern historians to refer to the Ming regimes estab-
lished in the south after the collapse of the Bejjing Ming government in 1644. On the basis of this social context, this study
focuses on letters written by Southern Ming supporters between 1644 and 1652, avoiding simply categorising them as Ming
or Qing letters. I argue that because of the paralysed Ming postal system, these private letters became an alternative method
for the dissemination of Ming or Qing military and political news, effectively haising with Southern Ming supporters in dif-
ferent territories or regions. Furthermore, the epistolary stages of writing, transmission, reception, preservation, circulation,
and dissemination demonstrated dynamic interactions. The understanding of the social situation in the war period and the
anticipation of possible variables at different stages of letter exchange prompted Southern Ming correspondents to try to
avoid factors that might disrupt their correspondence, even before they began to write. The turbulent social situation caused
early Southern Ming letters not only to contain their correspondents’ self-representation but also to be involved in the political

and military fields i the special era of the Ming-Qing transition.
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This study investigates the epistolary stages of writing, transmission, reception, preservation, circula-
tion, and dissemination of letters during the war-filled early Southern Ming period (1644-1652). It
shows how private letters written by Southern Ming supporters became an alternative to the Ming
official postal system for exchanging military and political messages and how the difterent stages of the
epistolary process interacted dynamically. Although the Benjing Ming government collapsed in 1644,
Emperors Hongguang 545¢, Longwu [#, and Yongli 7kJ& established Ming courts in southern
China in 1644, 1645, and 1646. In both the Ming and Qing territories, many people still conducted
political, military, cultural, and social activities as Ming subjects, which became a strong impediment
to the Qing regime’s occupation of the Ming territory and subjugation of Ming subjects.’ Their self-
1dentification with the Ming 1dentity made 1t difficult to categorise their letters as Ming or Qing. This
1s partly because, according to official historiography, the Ming dynasty collapsed in 1644, but also
because their correspondence was deeply associated with anti-Qing actions, and they never considered
themselves to be Qing subjects, even though from 1645 onwards, most of them were technically sub-
ject to the Qing. Thus, I examine their epistolary activities in the social context of the Southern Ming

period, to distinguish their letters from those of the Ming and Qing dynasties.

The “Southern Ming” 1s a term proposed by modern scholars to distinguish several Ming courts es-
tablished 1n the south after 1644." The Beljing Ming government was first broken by the Shun army
on April 25, 1644 (Struve, 1984, 15-16). However, after less than two months, on June 6, the Qing
army defeated the Shun government, which had ruled China for only one-and-a-half months, and
gradually took control of northern China (Gu, 2011, 19, 22, 55-63). This gave the Ming forces, who
had fled to the south, the opportunity to maintain Ming rule. On June 19, 1644, Ming officials en-
dorsed the Ming prince, Zhu Yousong 4 #2 (1607-1646), and established the Hongguang court in
Nanjing F5 5%. However, this court lasted only one year before the Qing army defeated it. Nevertheless,
other officials soon supported the accession of another Ming prince, Zhu Yujian Z5=E## (1602-1646),
to the throne in Fuzhou & on August 18, 1645. The newly established Longwu court, like its pre-
decessor, lasted for only one year and collapsed on October 6, 1646, after the Qing army Kkilled its
emperor (Gu, 2011, 39, 137-143, 183-186, 222-225). However, the Qing army was stuck fighting the
Ming army in Jiangxi for the next few years and could not immediately attack the Yonglh court estab-
lished in Zhaoqing 228 on December 24, 1646. This court, led by Zhu Youlang Z<FH#l (1623-
1662), a timid and untalented Ming prince, miraculously held out in the southwest for sixteen years
(Gu, 2011, 288-291, 342-357). According to historian Qian Haiyue, the Southern Ming period did
not end until the Qing regime recovered Taiwan in 1683, because from that year onwards, Yongli, the

last Ming reign title, was no longer used publicly (Qian, 2016, 1).

' Although it was the Shun army that directly contributed to the fall of the Beijing Ming government, this regime lasted only a year, and its
remnants defected to the Ming army in the summer of 1645. Therefore, the main rival forces in the early Southern Ming period were the
Ming and the Qing. See Dashun shigao, pp. 120 to 174.

* See Zhuanglie di zhuan er {3175 {8 — (Biography of Zhu Youjian 1) and Zhu Yousong zhuan 5 F#3{8 (Biography of Zhu Yousong)
in Mingshi BH 52 (History of the Ming) (Mingshi, 2000, 224, 2417).

* See historians Lynn A. Struve’s The Southern Ming 1644-1662, Qian Haiyue’s Nanming shi, and Gu Cheng’s Nanming shi.
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During this period, two other Ming princes also tried to act as southern Ming emperors. On Septem-
ber 7, 1645, Zhu Yihai 25 PLE (1618-1662), the Prince of Lu 2 =, was endorsed by some Southern
Ming supporters as Regent Lu &85 in Shaoxing 4784, Zhejiang. They gathered military forces to
fight against the Qing army while struggling for power with Emperor Longwu. However, a year later,
with the Qing army’s occupation of eastern Zhejiang, Zhu Yihai had to flee the mamland and continue
his anti-Qing action along the southeast coast of Zhejiang and Fujian (Gu, 2011, 189-197, 214, 275-
281). Another Ming prince, Zhu Yuyu 4= (1605-1647), with the support of the Southern Ming
official Su Guansheng &RERZE (P-1647), hastily proclaimed himself emperor in Guangzhou on De-
cember 11, 1646. Unlike Regent Lu, Zhu Yuyu did not fully participate in the conflict with the Qing
army but was busy fighting with Emperor Yongli, who established a new Ming court in the same month,
for control of the Ming forces in the south. However, a month later (January 1647), Guangzhou was
occupied by the Qing army, prompting Zhu Yuyu and some of his supporters to choose martyrdom,
and his reign title of “Shaowu 421.,” was never used (Gu, 2011, 286-290).

This study focuses on the early Southern Ming period from 1644 to 1652. I assume the end of the
early period was 1652 because the Yongli regime was the key node of the Ming forces from its estab-
lishment and operation to its decline: the actual controller of the Yongh court changed. In 1652,
Emperor Yongli was welcomed by Sun Kewang 412, former general of the Daxi army A PHEE, to
Anlong Z#[% in Guizhou. Thereafter, Sun controlled the Yongli court, turning Emperor Yongli into
his puppet (Gu, 2011, 479-483). The impact of this time point on the activities of the Southern Ming
letter-writers was enormous. Letter exchanges between correspondents were closely related to the sta-
bility of the societies in which they lived. During the early Southern Ming period, when society was in
turmoil, questions that deserve further exploration include whether the topics discussed in letters were
different from those during peacetime, how private letters were transmitted and received, whether they
could be preserved, or whether they could to a certain extent be circulated and disseminated, how the
different stages of the epistolary process interacted with the complex political situation, and whether

such interactions, in turn, affected the epistolary process.

Although epistolary activities in the Southern Ming period have not yet been examined, studies on the
epistolary process have focused on specific periods and correspondents, contributing to illuminating
discussions on changes in epistolary processes and the function of private letters. Letter writing 1s a
mechanism of self-representation. As Matthew Wells argues, in early China (the Han and early medi-
eval periods), the elaborate images presented in autobiographical letters were rhetorical strategies used
by writers to shape the self at critical moments in their lives (Wells, 2015, 621-642). Similarly, Zhao
Shugong believes that, in the Tang dynasty (618-701), letters written requesting a meeting with people
in authority (ganyeshu F£83) were a manifestation of the writers’ desire for a political career (Zhao,
1999, 197). Nonetheless, letter writers are not always free to choose their topics. In her exploration of
women’s letters in the late Ming and early Qing period, Ellen Widmer suggests that some of the taboos

mmposed on female correspondents probably limited the topics of their letters (Widmer, 2015, 744).

" This military force was originally established in the southwest by Zhang Xianzhong 5EEXE (1606-1647) to overthrow the Ming regime.
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In contrast, the transmission, reception, and preservation of letters were flexible and varied. Scholars
have found that official and private correspondence did not travel through the same postal system. As
Antje Richter points out, in early medieval China, most private letters were delivered by private mes-
sengers. She argues that although the official postal system was prohibited from transmitting private
letters, the illegal use of this network may have been common (Richter, 2013, 30-32). Timothy Brook
believes that this phenomenon was equally prevalent during the Ming dynasty (Brook, 1998, 640). In
most cases, the received letters would be preserved by the recipients because of their value in demon-
strating the nature of the relationship and in order to appreciate the calligraphy. However, in the late
Northern Song to early Southern Song periods, as well as in the late Ming and early Qing periods,
received letters were often compiled in letter collections, preserving them in the form of commercial
publications (Widmer, 1989, 1-43; Widmer, 1996, 77-122; Zhao, 1999, 73; Pattinson, 2006, 125-
157). This resulted in a letter originally addressed to a single recipient reaching a broader readership.
Both Wells and Suyoung Son have argued that the readership of private letters was not always private.

They were not only read by contemporaries but also made available for circulation among the public
or future readers (Wells, 2015, 621-622; Son, 2015, 879-899).°

Most of the above epistolary studies are focused on stable social environments. In the early Southern
Ming period, however, the wars and territorial divisions brought about by the Ming-Qing transition
seriously disrupted official and private epistolary processes. I argue that although the exchange of pri-
vate Southern Ming letters was not always successful, they became an alternative to the paralysed Ming
official postal system because of their more flexible and secretive delivery methods. Private letters
played an important role in transmitting governmental information and haising with scattered Southern
Ming supporters in different regions and territories. These letters were no longer merely aimed at
exchanging personal messages but were endowed with political value through their deep mvolvement
with the changeable social situation between 1644 and 1652. Furthermore, during this period, the
different stages of the epistolary process showed dynamic interactions. Familiarity with the social tur-
moil and the difficulty of message exchanges, as well as forecasting of the possible circumstances that
might arise throughout the epistolary process, would motivate correspondents to attempt, even before
their letters were written, to solve the internal and external factors occurring in the stages of transmis-
sion, reception, preservation, circulation, and dissemination that could disrupt their epistolary activities.
The anticipation of difficulties in letter transmission led correspondents to choose, as far as possible,
bearers who would be able to deliver their letters successfully and to use special material methods to
compose their letters. A foreknowledge that their letters might be circulated among Southern Ming
supporters who wanted to understand the relevant news would, in turn, motivate senders to consider

writing on more than one topic in a single letter. Southern Ming correspondents also used their letters

’ By examining the letters written by the publisher Zhang Chao 55 (ca. 1650-1707), Son suggests that letters are sometimes not only written

to specific recipients but also to draw the attention of the public so that writers can defend their rights.
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to reshape or reinforce a particular image—as loyalists of the Ming dynasty—among a broader reader-
ship, thereby defending their reputation, which might have suffered from the transmission of

maccurate information.

The letters examined in this study were written by Huang Daozhou &57E & (1585-1646), Qu Shisi
BEEE (1590-1650), Fang Yizhi 77 LA%EY (1611-1671), Hou Tongzeng {EIF (1591-1645), and
Hou Qizeng {FEIR7 % (1595-1647) between 1644 and 1652. Most of these letters were sent to relatives
and friends and survive as printed versions preserved in their collected works, diaries, and calligraphy

collections.’

Huang Daozhou was from Zhangzhou JZ | in Fujian. After the establishment of the Longwu court,
he was appointed Grand Secretary A2+ and Minister of Personnel 55352, However, in 1646,
he was captured by the Qing army and executed on April 20 of the same year because he failed in an
anti-Qing action (Hong, 1999, 29-37). Both Qu Shisi and Fang Yizhi travelled from the southeast to
the southwest to support the Ming forces. Qu was a Southern Ming official appointed by Emperor
Hongguang and had been stationed in Guilin f£#£ since the summer of 1645 (Qu, 1987, 55-58). In
contrast, after arriving in the southwest, Fang became an official of the Yongli court for only a short
period and returned to the southeast as a monk after Qu’s death in 1650 (Fang, 2018, 102-168). Hou
Tongzeng and Hou Qizeng were brothers who both supported the Ming forces in the southeast. In
1645, their hometown, Jiading ¥ 7€ in Songjiang fA7T., fell under Qing control (Dennerline, 1981,
297-298).

Between 1644 and 1652, these correspondents lived in different territories and regions, had different
identities, and had different purposes in carrying out letter exchanges; thus their letters illuminate the
epistolary activities of this period from various angles, including, but not imited to, geography, identity,
materiality, and writing skills. It should be noted that because of the frequent wars during this period,
the transmission and preservation of letters were extremely difficult. The correspondents discussed in
this study must have written more letters than those we can currently read. Nonetheless, their pre-
served letters still provide us with a window into how the different stages of the epistolary process were

maintained and interacted during the tumultuous war period of the early Southern Ming.

It should be noted that these printed letters were edited, but changes to the texts caused by the editing process have a minimal impact on
the findings of this study. This is because a letter is chosen for publication as the compilers, editors, or other people who are involved in
the publishing process believe that its content is inherently of some value. In this case, they are bound to retain most of the text or what
they consider to be significant, editing only minor details—correcting orthographical errors or deleting a few lengthy and meaningless

expressions—to present the content more accurately and clearly.

"Hou Tongzeng committed suicide after his anti-Qing action in Jiading failed, and Hou Qizeng was executed by the Qing army a year later
for harbouring Chen Zilong [iiT-5& (1608-1647), a Southern Ming supporter. (‘Hou qizeng riji” {zI5 % H 2, 482).
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The Transmission of Private Letters: An Alternative to the Official Postal Sys-
tem

The information conveyed in private letters 1s usually centred on the daily lives of the senders and
recipients. Although the spectrum of topics can be broader, from greetings and health to governmental
decrees and literary discussions, the content generally revolves around personal life experiences and
social activities, and the communicative function of the letters 1s largely confined to conveying the latest
news on behalf of individuals. However, in contrast to peacetime, because of the turbulence between
1644 and 1652, private letters were no longer limited to sharing personal information. While the wars
disrupted the Ming postal system, the flexibility and secrecy of delivering private letters made it possi-
ble to exchange military and political news across territories and regions and to bring Southern Ming

supporters into contact.

The Ming postal system had already started to break down well before the Ming actually collapsed.
Many postmen who were made redundant joined the rebels. After the fall of the Ming dynasty, com-
petition between different regimes over the Ming territory seriously hampered the operation of this
official postal system. According to the diary of the Ming official Qi Biaojia f3E4{E (1603-1645) for
June 1, 1644, the news of Emperor Chongzhen’s 224 suicide and the collapse of the Beijing govern-
ment on April 25 did not reach the southeastern area until late May, more than a month later (“Jiashen
rili” EHER H &, 740).° Even after the Hongguang court had been established, the blocked or delayed
transmission of official news remained unresolved. Li Qing 2% (1602-1683), a Southern Ming offi-

cial, recorded the situation after the Qing army had captured Yangzhou in 164.5:

There were no boats crossing the [Yangtze] river, and the news between the north and the south
was cut off. It was not until the twenty-ninth day that the Ministry of War received the news [of

the Yangzhou massacre], but the ordinary people still knew nothing about it.
RTHE—AE > mitEE > B T H » TEieEER - RERRAIT, -
(Nandu lu 55 JESE, 274)

Similarly, in a letter to his family members written on October 28, 1646, Qu Shisi, as a Southern Ming
official stationed in the southwest, complained about the slow delivery of notifications of government
appointments during the winter of 1645." Between 1644 and 1652, when confrontation between re-

gimes was fierce, cutting off normal official post routes was a common approach to preventing the

* See Kishimoto Mio’s study for more details on the transmission of information about Beijing from Beijing to the Jiangnan area (Kishimoto,
1999, 25-32).

* It took two and a half months for Qu to receive from the southeast orders for the appointment of officials. According to his records in the
same letter, on April 26, 1645, he set off from his hometown Changshu %% in Nanzhili fg E £ (the area of modern Jiangsu, Anhui, and
Shanghai), and on June 26 of the same year, he took office in Wuzhou &) in Guangxi. In other words, his entire trip took less than two
months. Qu’s wife and mother went to Guangxi with him, and they stayed in Hangzhou i}l for seven days in May, which may have

contributed to slowing down his journey. However, the government appointment delivered through the official postal system took longer
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exchange of information among hostile regimes. The Ming and Qing armies set up garrison troops
and checkpoints on their territories, which cut off transmission, and one would hardly expect the Qing
to allow the Ming postal system to operate in its territory. As Southern Ming official Peng Qisheng 2
HA4 (1614-1646), who was stationed in Ganzhou ¥} in Jiangxi, mentioned in a letter written on
May 22, 1646:

When the messenger [who delivered the report to Emperor Longwu] was leaving [to return to
Waulin], I asked him to take a letter to my family, ... Unexpectedly, when he arrived in Wulin,

my hometown had been occupied by the Qing army, [so] this letter was not delivered.
ZHEANE GRS o - N EESRMMEMCIACEE) 2 o IETRENGE -
(“Peng Qisheng” 2HAAE, 201 - 202)

On May 5, 1649, Qu Shisi, who wanted to send a letter from Ming territory to his hometown, which

had become Qing territory, was also worried that:

Since Jiangxi reverted to [Ming] allegiance in the first month of 1648, the route [to my

hometown| has become even difficult and [Qing] interrogation is more strict.
MEXTFIEA - IR IEZ% o BES i o BEhEnE -
(“Qu Shisi” BE=ER, 148)

Such circumstances made it impossible for military and political news to be successfully delivered to
different territories or regions through the official postal system. Poor official delivery prompted

Southern Ming correspondents to rely more on private letter exchanges for information transmission.

Compared with official postal methods, the way in which private letters were maternally constituted
and delivered had a higher likelihood of success. The use of the official postal system was governed
by specific regulations regarding the selection of personnel, use of transport, verification of the cou-
rier’s identity, and authenticity of the information. Couriers of the Ming postal system used horses or
boats of various sizes (depending on the route) to transmit governmental documents, messages, or
items. When delivering urgent messages, horses were required to be harnessed with bronze bells, so
that the horsemen at the next post station would have a replacement horse ready as soon as they heard
the bell ring. In addition, couriers were required to carry an officially issued “/iyan 7E”: a certificate
verifying the identity of the courier and the authenticity of the documents (Daming huidian K&
HH, 145.1a, ba - 6a). These regulations made it easier for official couriers who were performing deliv-
ery tasks to be recognised and distinguished from ordinary travellers. Perhaps couriers in the Southern

Ming period did not always strictly follow the regulations to avoid the danger of interception, but the

than his trip from the southeast to the southwest (“Bingxu jiuyue er’shi ri shuji” PNECLH —FHES, 2561-252; Qu, 1987, 58).
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mability to avoid delivery restrictions and the difficulty of concealing official status would inevitably
make their efforts useless. In contrast, the transmission of private letters could be more secretive and
flexible, in both material composition and delivery methods. To transmit letters between Ming and
Qing territories, Southern Ming correspondents focused on methods of hiding letters, looking for
reliable delivery routes, and selecting bearers who could deliver letters successfully.” The checks on
those who would travel from one territory to another might be extremely strict, driving private letters
that originally would have only needed to be sealed in paper envelopes to be hidden in unpredictable
ways. In 1647, a letter sent by Qu Shist’s family was tucked into an umbrella handle by the bearer
(“Qu Shis1”, 149). Similarly, one of Qu’s family letters, written between October and November 1648,
was sealed in a ball of wax (“Wuzi jiuyue shuji” -1 HEZ, 263 - 265)." The purpose for which
the letter was concealed was not merely to avoid loss but, more importantly, to avoid its being discov-
ered or destroyed during delivery. A wax ball sealed the stationery on all sides, and wax provided surer
protection than a paper envelope from water or fire. In addition, using hot wax to crush the stationery
mto a ball might make letters easier to carry because of their small size. The umbrella handle was even
more useful for evading searches, as it would be unlikely for the searcher to expect a letter to be hidden
that way. According to Qu Shisi, his letter to his family, hidden in the handle of the bearer’s umbrella,
was not found by the person who intercepted it but was removed by the bearer himself when his life

was threatened (“Qu Shist”, 149).

It was relatively difficult to intercept letters being delivered privately. According to the Ming regulations,
whether for officials or ordinary people, private letters should be delivered by unofficial bearers such
as relatives, friends, travellers, or monks.” These people, having different identities, did not always
choose the same routes when travelling between Ming and Qing territories. On November 27, 1648,
Qu Shisi wrote a letter to his friend Gu Yushu Jgf £ 2, mentioning that his bearer planned a delivery

route that might allow him to travel smoothly from Guangdong to his hometown Changshu:

Because of two actions of Jin Shenghuan and Wang Deren, [the Yongli court] has regained

control of Jiangxi. A Jiangxi man [has found] a by-way to Guangdong, so [I will] give him this

10

Richter suggests that, from early medieval China, the trustworthiness of bearers became extremely important. By comparison, the
requirements for bearers in the early Southern Ming period were not only a matter of trust, but more importantly, of whether they could

pass the Ming or Qing checkpoints (Richter, 2013, 41).

" Using wax balls to seal letters was not Qu Shisi’s invention; the material composition of such letters was an important method in the
wartime. As early as the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms, a period of war and turmoil, there was a precedent of using wax ball letters to
exchange secrets between generals. See Sun Sheng zhuan 453 (Biography of Sun Sheng) in Xin wudar shi i TG (A Newly Written

History of the Five Dynasties) (“Sun Sheng zhuan”, 241).

" See the stipulations in Daming huidian KBAE #L (Code of the Ming): “Regulations in the twenty-sixth year of the Hongwu reign period
stipulate that all official horse watering stations and delivery offices are only for transferring official travellers, rapid reporting on military
information, and transporting military supplies. Fti —+/NHEE » oA F/KEEE « IR » BH—IRAER - TREEN - EHEEE
ZIE o ” However, Peng Qisheng, mentioned earlier, was someone who unsuccessfully asked an official courier to deliver a letter to his
family. Nonetheless, among the ways of letter transmission during the early Southern Ming period, transmission by official courier was
rare, because it was difficult to carry out this delivery method, and most private letters were delivered through unofficial means (Daming

huidian, 145.1a).
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letter and [ask him] to have a go at delivering it to you. If [this post method succeeds and] we

can frequently exchange letters, we can continue to send letters in this way.

22 ~ ZWE) > PELAIE - STAMFEAE - ZFIF 2 T i - s TR
AR > EEErt

(“Yu Gu Yushu shouzha sifeng (s1)” Bijgg £ EFZijluEf(VU), 277)

P

Although several similar attempts by Qu had failed, we can still observe his efforts in selecting routes
and bearers. He dispatched servants (or subordinates) Zhang Ying 5E3% and Zhou Yi f&zH, monks,
and travellers such as Luo Zhiyu 2 7 & to carry letters (“Qu Shisi”, 148-150). All of these people
were carefully selected by Qu because bearers with diverse identities could provide different degrees
of possibility for the successful delivery of letters. Servants or subordinates were loyal to him and would
try their best to deliver letters, as we can see by the fact that Qu’s servant, Zhou Yi, stayed where the
route was blocked, waiting for the least opportunity to travel into Qing territory (“Qu Shisi”, 148). As
a group detached from political restraints, monks had a special status that would gain respect from
people in all positions, allowing them to be checked less frequently when travelling from one territory
to another. Luo Zhiyu’s hometown was in Jiangxi; therefore, he may have been able to pass the check-

points more successfully by saying he was returning home.

This variety of methods made it comparatively difficult for the Qing government to block the trans-
mission of all private letters, while, for the Southern Ming correspondents, their letters became a
mechanism to achieve the cross-territory or cross-regional delivery of Ming military and political in-
formation. Since Southern Ming supporters did not always live in Ming territory, they relied heavily
on private letter exchanges to deliver Ming news and contact other supporters in different places. In
the summer of 1645, as the Qing army occupied the southeastern region, it was dangerous to take

action against the Qing regime. As Ming loyalist Hou Qizeng wrote 1n his diary on February 28, 1646:

Now [people who secretly supported the Ming force] were worried that their whereabouts
would be exposed, [so they] only wrote letters on a small piece of bamboo paper to exchange

information secretly at any time.
IS DR S BB o IR TAR—/ NI -

(“Hou Qizeng riji”, 486)

From 1645 onwards, with the occupation of the Ming territory from the southeast to the southwest,
the Qing court regarded the southern Ming courts as “werchao {E5H (illegitimate courts)” (Yin, 2016,
319). To avoid possible political persecution from the Qing regime, people no longer publicly sup-
ported the Ming forces. The channels through which they could obtain Ming news were extremely
limited, prompting private letters conveying Ming affairs to become irreplaceable communication tools.

Between 1644 and 1652 in particular, many Southern Ming supporters were scattered throughout
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China, and their letters carried significant information on whether the courts established in the south
could continue the Ming rule. In 1647, Xia Wanchun E58/E (1631-1647), Hou Xuanjing {& 24,
and Gu Xianzheng B F handed over letters to Xie Yaowen {2 and Sun Long f4§g, who
specialised 1n secret contact with other Southern Ming supporters in the eastern sea area of Zhejiang
(Gu, 2011, 332). Their collective action had a high probability of being completed under the com-
bined effects of their letters. A letter that conveyed information about contacting the Ming forces could
help to gather anti-Qing fighters and update Ming news in a timely manner, because it functioned as
a crucial medium for political communication among Southern Ming supporters who lived in Qing

territory.

Paralysis of the Ming postal system and the Qing’s occupation of the former Ming territory were un-
doubtedly key motivations whereby the use of private letters assumed an important role in transmitting
military and political news at the time. Surprisingly, however, before 1646, when the Ming forces were
in control of much of the south, Southern Ming correspondents still used private letters as the main
means of delivering news and contacting Southern Ming supporters. From 1645 to 1646, Southern
Ming official Huang Daozhou sent at least twelve letters to Ni Yuanzan {77 70, Huang Chunyao &
Y2 (1605-1645), Zhongqiu fFEK, Shushi &, Zu Tai tHZ, Cao Yuansi & 72 [, Meng Changmin
HEE, Du Muyou ¥4i%, and Yin Minxing FEHL."” With Huang’s letters at the centre, these
correspondents, sharing the ambition of reviving Ming rule, were connected. They shared mutual
political demands and goals and exchanged messages about in-fighting within the Longwu court and
the problem of military expenses. They discussed and formulated counter-measures according to the
political situation, thus making an effort to support the Ming forces. Huang Daozhou is only one
example in the southeastern region. Other correspondents, such as Xia Yunyi B 708% (1696-1645),
also wrote letters to their friends, relatives, and colleagues—for example, Hou Tongzeng and Chen
Zilong—to convey Ming or Qing military and political news (Qian, 2016, 1638). However, because of

the frequent wars in this area between 1644 and 1652, not all of their letters were preserved.

Huang Daozhou’s example implies more than just a deep interaction between private letters and Ming
news. Although some letters were addressed to a wider audience, it cannot be ignored that in the early
Southern Ming period, there was still a portion of correspondence that needed to be exchanged in
secret because it contained confidential government information. The private nature of epistolary writ-
ing undoubtedly became the best choice for correspondents to pass on essential news and to
communicate with specific readers. In composing such letters, the writers not only aimed to convey
certain military or political events that had taken place but also the results of these events and the likely
adjustments in strategic planning that would follow. Between the autumn and winter of 1645, Huang
Daozhou wrote a letter to friends whom we know only by their courtesy names, Zhongqiu and Shushi,

focusing on an analysis of the current war situation, the preparation of military expenses, and the

 The writing dates of the letters to Zhongqiu, Shushi, Meng Changmin, Du Muyou, and Yin Minxing, as well as one letter to Ni Yuanzan,
cannot be accurately verified (“Zhi Yunsheng shouzha” 248 4= F-4L,, 106; “Yu Xianru shu” ELERZZE, 957-960; “Zhi Zhongqiu Shushi
zha” BPERRUE AL and “Zhi Zu Tai zha” BHHEAL, 239-245; “Da Cao Yuansi shu” Z &8 E =, “Da Meng Changmin shu” & &
R, “Da Du Muyou shu” Z 84772, and “Da Yin Minxing shu” ZFH R, 5.13a-16b).
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strategic deployment of the Ming army (“Zhi Zhongqiu Shushi zha”, 239-242). On December 14,
1645, he sent another letter to his friend N1 Yuanzan mentioning the forces of the Prince of Lu, Zhu
Yihai, whose activities worried Emperor Longwu (“Yu Xianru shu”, 960). On January 12, 1646, the
Jiangxi official Zu Tai (mentioned above as a correspondent of Huang Daozhou) received a letter
from Huang. In this letter, Huang proposed a military deployment method (“Zhi Zu Tai zha”, 244.-
245). Similarly, in the southwestern region, Qu Shisi used letters to deliver news from the Yongli court,
linking local Southern Ming officials and supporters. In 1646, Emperor Yongl dispatched Peng Yao
F2f, an official of the Ministry of War, to Guangzhou to promulgate an imperial edict, but he was
killed by the official Su Guansheng. Su sent troops to Zhaoqing to attack Emperor Yongli. To solve
this political crisis, Chen Zizhuang [T, the Grand Secretary and concurrently Minister of War,
wrote a letter to Qu Shisi requesting that Su be killed (“Yongli jinian shang” 7k JE4C4F _F, 61). Personal
letters provided Huang Daozhou and Qu Shisi, who served as significant ministers in the Longwu and
Yongli courts, with the possibility of passing on government secrets and decrees. When the social
situation was rapidly changing, official decrees, messages, and news, which required many rounds of
scrutiny before they could be issued or disclosed through the official postal system, were probably far

less rapid than those transmitted through private letters.

The ofhicial status of Huang Daozhou and Qu Shisi, as well as their choices of writing letters to convey
Ming news, made the transmission of private letters crucial in periods of frequent war. Nonetheless,
private letters were chosen for more Southern Ming supporters because they were ordinary people
with no official positions at the time of the Ming collapse. As Huang Daozhou said in a letter written
to Huang Chunyao in 1644, when he had not yet entered the Longwu court: “I am a person of low
status and do not know any news of the court. B2 B RN LA o ML EIFNEF o 7 (“Zhi Yunsheng
shouzha”, 106) Despite the fact that these people even gave their lives in support of the restoration of
Ming rule, it was essentially difficult for them to see official documents. Most of the anti-Qing actions
they undertook were organised voluntarily (Su and Xu, 2018, 141-150)." At the end of July 1645, for
example, Hou Tongzeng spent all his money recruiting thousands of people to fight against the Qing
army in his hometown, Jiading (“Hou zhongjie gong quanji-nianpu xia” &= E &I\ & E-F5E T,
3.5b = 15b). Therefore, even if the Ming postal system continued to operate, they could not use oftficial
channels to contact other supporters or be informed accurately of anti-Qing actions. Instead, private
letters helped them avoid the many limitations of official deliveries. In particular, when the successive
failures of the Hongguang and Longwu courts left supporters of the Ming forces without a reliably
strong government, the information provided to them by private letters may not have come entirely
from within the imperial court but effectively supported their desire to resist the Qing army and ena-

bled them to engage n attempting the restoration of Ming rule as loyal and righteous men.

" See the present author’s and Xu Dajun’s work on Feng Menglong JEEE5E (1574-1646). From 1634 to 1638, Feng was a Ming county
magistrate of Shouning %% in Fujian but then retired. In 1644, when he was seventy years old, he left his hometown and travelled around
Zhejiang and Fujian, following the Ming forces. However, despite the fact that he wrote several proposals dedicated to helping to restore
Ming rule, they were never adopted, and it is doubtful whether they were even read by the Southern Ming monarchs, because he was

never an important official of any Ming court established in the south.
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Political Value of Private Letters

Although the transmission of private letters showed a higher possibility of success than the paralysed
Ming postal system, the difficulty of passing the Ming or Qing checkpoints, as Qu Shisi complained
in the fourteen letters written to his family between 1645 and 1650, stll caused serious disruptions to
delivery. However, the division of territory was only one symptom of the difficulties that led to this.
The internal cause lies in the contents of these letters, because the information they contained was not
as simple as greetings, health, or daily life. Like Qu, many Southern Ming correspondents chose to
write about military or political news, which made their letters crucial at the political level, but also

created trouble for their epistolary communication.

Although sending a letter from Ming territory to Qing territory only constituted a normal stage of
delivery, the motivation to exchange Ming news would put this letter at risk of being confiscated after
entering Qing territory. A case in point was that of Qu Shisi. His letters to his family were probably
intercepted by the Qing government. Between 1644 and 1650, he lost at least three family letters in

Qing territory. In one of his letters, Qu expressed his doubts on the subject:

On April 3 this year, there was a person called Pan Zhong from Wugang who arrived from
Changshu. According to what he said, you told him that a monk carried my letter, but this letter
was taken away. I do not believe it! How could anything go wrong [in the short distance] between

Nanjing and my hometown when this letter had been handed over to Xing Kun?

JySFEZATIH - AREMAEEE - BEFK - BE - LR - MATERAR
% - BMMET - SEFHINHZ T - HEREIR - KA ZHY -
(“Qu Shist”, 149)

Qu was a key figure in the Yongl court who had led the army to defeat the Qing’s offensive three
times in 1647 (Qu, 1987, 79, 86, 93). Nanjing and Qu’s hometown, Changshu, were in the same
province and had become Qing territories in the summer of 1645 (Struve, 1984, 19). The Qing gov-
ernment could not capture Qu immediately but could monitor or even threaten his family members
living in 1ts territory. In September 1648, Qu’s house in Changshu was searched by Qing soldiers, and
his family members were intimidated (Qu, 1987, 109-110)." It is reasonable to speculate that the Qing
government secretly monitored the delivery of his family letters. Once his letters, which might record
the military and political secrets of the Yongli court, entered Qing territory, they would probably be
mtercepted. This speculation can be confirmed in a letter sent on April 7, 1646, from Hou Qizeng to
his friend Yang Tingshu #57E4& (1595-1647). Hou told Yang about the living conditions and literary
works of some of the Southern Ming supporters. Before finishing this letter, he specifically added:

“These words must not be circulated in writing, and you must immediately destroy this letter as soon

" Qu Shisi’s family members were eventually secretly protected by the Qing official Hong Chengchou 3t&HEE (1593-1665), who passed the

imperial examination in the same year as Qu in the late Ming period.
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as you have read it. JEZFFEANEURHESR > —FHIE >~ o 7 (“‘Hou Qizeng riji”, 498) After the Qing
regime took control of Hou’s hometown of Songjiang in 1645, Hou secretly supported the Longwu
court and opposed the Qing regime. He asked Yang, who was also involved in actions against the
Qing, to burn the letter because he knew that their letters might be intercepted by the Qing govern-

ment.

Letters written by Southern Ming supporters living in Qing territory would likewise encounter some
censorship after entering Ming territory. For the Ming forces, letters from areas ruled by the Qing
regime were likely to contain the latest or secret Qing military and political news. Intercepting them
yielded valuable information that those who did so could not obtain by reading publicly promulgated
Qing decrees. In a letter written on May 5, 1649, Qu Shisi mentioned that one of his family letters

had been intercepted by a former Shun general.

[Pan Zhong] came from my hometown on September 26 and arrived at Baoqing in the eleventh
month [of this year]. Then he was captured by Hanyang Marquis Wang Jincai. Wang was going
to kill Pan on the grounds that Pan did not have an officially approved travel certificate. Pan
had no choice but to take out my family letter from the handle of his umbrella. However, even
though Wang had my family letter, Pan Zhong was still kept in custody for three months. It
happened that the Military officer Wu Qilei sent a letter to the governor and clearly explained
everything, then they reluctantly allowed Pan to return, but Wang still refused to release my
family letter. Pan Zhong is from the Chu area. Although he lived in my house for several months,

how could he know everything about my family and relatives?

CEDI A ZHHERSR - +—HEEE - BEGETESEE - DBEE -7
i - AMIE o JOERITEIUHRE R Z - MMERE - WEE é,uxﬁﬁt > ML
=fEH - mEAERREEE NEEHEHE - S8 - Tyl - TR xE0F
B o RE c BA - BEHEBZEH - P —UIARNEE - WEBAL - fSHZ -

(“Qu Shist”, 149)

‘Wang Jincai withheld this letter and the bearer Pan Zhong in order to find out who Qu’s relatives
were, because they were technically Qing subjects, and what had happened in Qu’s hometown when
the Qing army occupied it. Because of the strong interaction with the political field, private letters
displayed political value, but simultaneously, political value brought different degrees of trouble and

danger to these letters, their writers, and their bearers. Letters originally written to transmit personal

" Wang Jincai had already cooperated with the Southern Ming regime in 1649, and he was granted the title of Xiangyang Marquis FE[5 {5
by Emperor Yongli. The “Hanyang Marquis” written in this letter must be a clerical error. Baoqing was a prefecture in Huguang, where
Wang was stationed (Huang Weiping, 2010, 331-332).

"1 did not find any historical record of “zhaopiao Y3ZZ”. Based on the contents of this letter, it might be a form of official approval for
travel. In the Ming dynasty, anyone who went further than a hundred 7 (50 kilometers) from his or her hometown was required to obtain

a government route certificate. “Zhaopiao” was probably one of such certificates (Daming hurdian, 167.2a; Brook, 1998, 619).
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information were exchanged not only for private communication. Their roles went far beyond the
activities of daily life, showing close involvement in the in-fighting and transfers of power of the early
Southern Ming period. This also proves that in such an era of war, the value of private letters, because
of the governmental information they conveyed, took on an importance similar to that of official doc-

uments or decrees, and was even more valued by both the correspondents and hostile regimes.

Dynamic Interaction at Epistolary Stages

Chen Pingyuan, Wells, and Son all point out that, in special cases, private letters are not written to a
single recipient but to a wider audience: more contemporary and future readers (Chen, 1998, 210;
Wells, 2015, 621-622; Son, 2015, 896-897). However, as I will demonstrate in this section, while
early Southern Ming correspondents also showed a wish to disseminate their letters to a broader read-
ership, the interactions that took place in their epistolary processes were not simply present between
the stages of writing and dissemination. Rather than losing interest and confidence in maintaining their
epistolary activities, the turbulence in society and the closure of official information made correspond-
ents even more eager to carry out the exchange of letters, even if they suffered some disruption. At
the writing stage, correspondents demonstrated an anticipation of the internal and external factors that
might hinder their epistolary activities in the subsequent stages. As in the case of Qu Shisi discussed
earlier, his choice of using wax to wrap letters to his family which contained information from the
Yongli court, as well as his thoughtful selection of bearers and delivery routes, suggests his fore-
knowledge of the difficulty of getting his letters successfully delivered, because the Qing government
would probably intercept his letters. This contributes to the fact that in the early Southern Ming period,
the epistolary stages of writing, delivery, reception, preservation, circulation, and dissemination exhib-
ited a dynamic interaction. Although writing serves as the first step in this process, writers’ choices of
topics and writing techniques are closely related to subsequent stages and change according to different

social situations.

Diffusion Information: Interactions between Writing, Transmission, and Circulation

The 1dea of circulating letters emerged in early China. However, Wells argues that early Chinese letter
writers might not have been able to control the range within which their letters were communicated
(Wells, 2015, 629). In contrast, Southern Ming correspondents attempted to control to whom, how,
and to what extent their letters were disseminated, even if such attempts probably did not always follow
the correspondents’ intentions in practice. Although most of the awareness of circulation from early
China was generated by writers, a nuance showed in the early Southern Ming period: the circulation
of their letters was specifically requested by the senders, and simultaneously, some recipients also

made it clear that they wanted to circulate the letters they received.
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The blocked routes and checkpoints caused difficulties in the letter transmission from one territory
to another, which drove Southern Ming correspondents to send fewer letters but to request their re-
cipients to circulate those letters which were delivered to a wider readership. As Qu Shisi said in his

letter to his family written in February 1647:

I should send letters to my relatives and friends, but it 1s difficult to have them delivered. You

can tell them all the matters I have written about in this letter.
EFEHRER > HESFEIT  MBRPEHIET - 2 RS RETEE > BDEZ -
(“Ji Zhang Er’gong shu” ZFIERE/\E, 266 - 268)

In another letter written on November 27, 1648, Qu asked his friend Gu Linsheng g4 to share
this letter with Xiaotong /NE, Jianwu [§E&, and Junhong &8, who may have been their common
friends; he also told Gu to read the letter he sent to his eldest son (“Yu Gu Yushu shouzha sifeng (s1)”,
277). This wish prompted Qu Shisi to choose a method of writing in which various topics needed to
be considered when writing a letter. He wrote extensively on the military deployments and political
strategies of the Yongli court, analysing the various situations the court would face. The letter to Gu

Linsheng mentioned above contained seven topics:
(1) Ming military and political affairs after Qu left his hometown and served in the Yongli court;

(2) Qu explained why he thought Guilin was a better place to stay and complained that some
officials around Emperor Yongli insisted that Guilin was not good enough, which made the

emperor flee to Quanzhou £ and then Wugang i [il;

(3) Qu expressed that he often encountered disasters in Guilin;

(4) Qu complained that he had to fight more bandits and rebels than the Qing army had in the
past two years;

(5) The travels of Emperor Yongli;

(6) Qu lamented his hardships after 1644 and believed that these experiences improved his

knowledge; and

(7) Qu mentioned correspondence with family and friends and asked his recipients to show

them this letter.

All of Qu Shisi’s fourteen letters to his family written between 1644 and 1650 include various topics.
From military operations to his attitude toward Emperor Yongli, he recorded almost everything he
saw, heard, and felt while serving in the Yongli court. Before writing his letters, Qu must have predicted
that his family and relatives wanted to be informed of what was happening in the Ming territory. Alt-

hough his family lived in the Qing territory, most of them were Ming loyalists. Whether they were
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people who secretly supported the Ming forces or were worried about Qu, who was their family mem-
ber and was confronting the Qing army, such situations made them concerned about Ming affairs in
the southwest. However, the only way they could obtain relevant news was through family letters.
Although Qu only told his recipients to show the content to others in two of his letters, his wish might
have prompted the circulation of his other letters among friends, relatives, and even more Ming loy-

alists in the southeast.

The motivation to expand the readership also led to some Southern Ming letters containing important
military and political news being circulated after they had been written, delivered, and received. It
should be noted that this circulation was conducted by re-delivering the received letters as enclosures
with newly written letters. In the summer of 1645, when the Qing army was about to break mto
Songjiang, Hou Tongzeng wrote to his friend Huang Chunyao, who was participating in anti-Qing

actions:

I send you a letter from Yang Wencong that I just received. The important things are the same
as what you said, but I never heard [such things could happen in reality]. ... Please return

Wencong’s letter to me immediately after you read it, as I want to send it to Xia Yunyi.

EFERER - WER - BEAGATE  ATEMATRMG - . AR
IR -

(“Yu Huang Taoan jinshi shu” BiE [ RE i 1-E, 9.5b)

Bl

Yang Wencong #5 3 E# (formal name FE &, 1596-1646) was a Southern Ming official. Although Hou
did not specify exactly what information Yang’s letter conveyed, judging from his actions in sending
this letter to Huang Chunyao and Xia Yunyi, who were carrying out anti-Qing actions i Suzhou and
Songjiang (Qian, 2016, 1628), we can speculate that the topic of this letter was related to the Ming or
Qing military affairs at the time. The original recipient of this letter was Hou Tongzeng. However, it
was also delivered to two additional recipients. It is worth noting Richter’s discovery that, in early
medieval China, some correspondents wrote new texts on the stationery of the letters they received
and returned them to their senders (Richter, 2013, 33). Although it is difficult to assert that this phe-
nomenon did not exist during the early Southern Ming period, because, as in the case of this letter
from Hou Tongzeng, few letters survive in manuscript, according to Hou’s description, Yang Wen-
cong’s letter might be sent as an enclosure. Hou specifically mentioned sending Yang’s letter back,
suggesting that it was probably written on another sheet of stationery. Sending this letter as an enclosure
mstead of making a new copy, was most likely to shorten the time for spreading the news as well and
simultaneously to show the authenticity of the letter to a greater extent, as Yang Wencong’s friends
Huang Chunyao and Xia Yunyl would recognise his handwriting. The peculiar social conditions of
the war prompted correspondents to actively circulate the letters they received, which often contained
mformation on secret military operations of the Ming courts. Unlike the case of Qu Shisi, who took
the initiative to request that his letters to his family be shown to his friends and more distant relatives,

Hou Tongzeng may not have sought Yang’s consent when he sent this letter to Huang Chunyao and
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Xia Yunyi." Nonetheless, it can be surmised that even if Yang did not have the idea of suggesting about
the circulation of this letter as Qu Shisi did, Yang would have been willing to allow his letter to be read
by more people who supported the Ming forces, as it would allow the latest military news to be dis-

seminated quickly.

Reader Presupposition: Interactions between Writing, Reception, Preservation, and Dissem-
ination

Owing to the hampered delivery of news and information, it was difficult to distinguish authentic from
fake news. In 1644, when the Beljing Ming government was overrun by the Shun army, many Ming
subjects who lived there were accused of defecting to the Shun forces. After escaping Beljing, they
either heard such rumours about themselves or suffered slander and imprisonment. Motivated by the
purpose of justifying themselves, they clarified the truth through letter exchanges. In order to restore
thelr images in situations of reputational damage, correspondents developed expectations about the
possible readership and reading experience before and during their writing. They 1dentified specific
recipients and readers of their letters, as well as ways of preservation and dissemination. Rather than
writing to share personal information, they intended to ensure that the topics contained in their letters
and the writing techniques they used would immediately change the attitudes of readers who had per-
haps already believed the rumours. These were the strategies that they relied on to help reestablish
the recogniion among their readers that they had never betrayed the Ming dynasty. This section fo-
cuses on letters written by Ming loyalist Fang Yizhi. Fang was captured by the Shun army in 1644 when
it invaded Beijing. He soon fled to Nanjing but was reprimanded by Ruan Dacheng [t A8 (1587-
1646) for not having chosen martyrdom, and Ruan intended to list him as a rebel (Fang, 2018, 103,
104-107)." Subsequently, Fang fled to the southwest and supported the Yongli court, but he never
gave up defending himself (Peterson, 1979, 12-13). The rumours and persecution he suffered, and
his attempts to use letter-writing skills to justify himself to readers of different identities and periods,

make his letters a typical example of the early Southern Ming period.

Between 1645 and 1649, Fang Yizhi sent letters to both Qing officials and Southern Ming supporters,
telling them what he suffered during his time in Beljing and how he was framed and excluded by Ruan
Dacheng. He did not choose his recipients randomly, but rather he chose them carefully and meticu-
lously. His motivation for sending letters to Qing subjects, most of whom were his friends, such as Li
Wen ZZ5E (1609 - 1647), was to prove his Ming loyalism. These Qing recipients were originally Ming
subjects but served the Qing court after 1644. Fang, being politically hostile toward the Qing regime,
had no wish to be seen by this regime as someone who had betrayed the Ming dynasty. The purpose

of choosing to express grievances to Southern Ming supporters was to demonstrate himself to be a

" This is only possible speculation as we do not have the original copy of this letter from Yang.

" Ruan’s decision contained a strong partisan motivation. He wanted revenge on men in Fushe {811 (Restoration Society) or Donglin Party
FEAKE like Fang Yizhi because he was dismissed in the late Ming period for his defeat in the in-fighting against the Donglin Party (Fang
Shuwen, 2018, 106).
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one of the Ming loyalists. If everyone in this group believed that he had served the Shun government,
he would never have been accepted. This also explains why he wrote more letters to Southern Ming

20

supporters than to Qing subjects.

As Richter argues, the dialogicity of letters can help readers enter into an intimate personal relationship
so that they are more easily persuaded (Richter, 2019, 32). The same is true of Fang Yizhi’s strategy.
To justify his reputation, Fang meticulously chose and designed topics, characters, phrases, and met-
aphors that maximised the recipients’ sympathy and understanding.” In a letter sent to Zhang Zilie,
we can see Fang’s strategy of using dialogic writing techniques to defend himself by expressing in detail

the hardships he experienced after 1644:

I would rather have died ten thousand deaths than submit in Beijing, as everyone who has come
down from the north knows. At that time, Mi Shoudu, Han Lin, and Wang Zibai were all
witnesses that I abandoned my wife and children in order to flee to the south to tell the generals
about the conditions of the [Shun] rebels. I reached Nanjing in the fifth month. In the ninth
month, Ruan Dacheng took control of the Hongguang court and slandered me, calling a chaste
woman a prostitute.” What calumny! What calumny! ... Although people were afraid of his
arrogance when I was treated unjustly, all of them sighed secretly, thinking this an extraordinary
mjustice. ... When Wu Bangce was arrested and imprisoned in [Nanjing’s] northern prison [by
Ruan], [Ruan] tried to force him to perjure himself so as to have me killed. However, Wu stll
did not stop telling the truth even though both his ankles were broken. ... This is an anomaly

for the ages, so I am suffering an anomalous injustice for the ages.

EIEATEAILED - dERZ AR AAKIE - ERORE T~ RS~ E AR
% O RIREFE TS EEEESEDGR - A EmEED - JLABUREASE - e S R
VEIRSS 0 GEREER | e R - NBEREENE » AR RE - ESE
u/ACIEERREE SR IR ARSI AR WERET - T IESm AR o - HET N
A O -
(“Ji Zhang Er’gong shu” ZFIEE /\E, 266-268)

Fang wrote this letter to arouse his readers’ sympathy and to shape, through the textualised self, the
mmage of a loyalist who never betrayed the Ming dynasty. He adopted emotional expressions and writ-
g techniques to engage in dialogue with his readers and sought to share his inner feelings with them.
The characters and phrases that he chose were full of grief and anger. He wrote the characters “yuan

% (injustice)” four times and “ku = (suffering)” seven times to show the magnitude of his misfortunes,

* Fang’s Southern Ming recipients include Jin Bao 4:%& (1614-1680), Cheng Yuan f2}J§, Zhu Tianlin &K, and Zhang Zilie 5E 5 %1
(1597-1673).

* In his study of autobiographical letters in early China, Wells argues that letter writers would use rhetorical strategies to craft self-images at
crucial moments 1n life (Wells, 2015, 622-642).

* Fang Yizhi used a metaphor here, which is explained in detail below.
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both physical and mental, because of the injustice he had received and the destruction of family and
dynasty that he had suffered. He specifically selected phrases that could gain sympathy and resonance
from the recipients, such as “gixue JULIl (weeping blood)”, “wansi #%E (ten thousand deaths)”,
“tongxin J§ > (gried)”, “hen IR (hate)”, “buxing A3 (unfortunate)”, “fubing 3% (enduring sick-
ness)”, and “gushen Il 5 (alone)”. He compared himself to a “jiefu €/i#7F (chaste woman)”, and Ruan
Dacheng’s false accusation against him was like a “chaste woman” being regarded as a “prostitute”. He
even compared his grievances to that of Bigan EE, who was suspected by the monarch of the Yin
dynasty EZEH (about 1300 B.C.- about 1046 B.C.) and cut open his chest to show his heart and prove
his innocence. In this way, Fang indicated that what he encountered was “an anomalous injustice for
the ages”. All these approaches can show FFang’s hardships in such a way as to obtain what he expected
from his readers, the recasting of his image as a Ming loyalist. As the recipient of this letter was Zhang
Zilie, a Ming loyalist who may also have suffered from slander after 1644, such descriptions and met-

aphors would resonate with him especially strongly.

Fang Yizhi’s efforts to justify himself were not limited to these approaches. He selected his letters for
publication, seeking to rehabilitate his reputation among a future readership. Fang’s collected works
Lingwai gao 58%M (Drafts from Beyond the Mountain Range), compiled by his three sons and pub-
lished shortly after his death, includes a total of seventeen letters. Seven of these letters were written
to express grievances to different recipients. Judging by his descendants’ speed in sorting and publish-
ing these letters, Fang had intentionally copied and preserved them before sending them, and it is
possible that he selected these letters and asked his sons to compile them into his collected works.
The expectation of publishing letters to obtain the approval of a broader readership undoubtedly
mfluenced Fang’s letter writing. This 1s because, under such circumstances, writers’ choice of topics
and writing techniques was not merely directed at resonating with a single reader, although the reading
experience of contemporary recipients was crucial in the early Southern Ming period; more im-
portantly, they needed to consider stirring emotions among a wider range of readers at different
mtellectual and emotional levels. The passage quoted above is also included i Fang’s collected works.
It can be seen that the words and phrases were not obscure, but accessible. The metaphors he chose—
chaste woman, prostitute, and Bigan—were straightforward and vernacular enough to be understood,
even by those who were illiterate.” This increased the readability of his letters among readers of dif-
ferent knowledge backgrounds, eliciting the sympathy and recognition he sought to achieve the goal
of justifying his reputation.

The unique manifestations of epistolary activities between 1644 and 1652 project more than just the
evolution of Chinese epistolary culture during the late Ming and early Qing period. Epistolary activities

suffered the same turbulence and disruption as the wartime in which they occurred. Private letters,

*The story of Bigan originated from the Shzji 525¢ (The Scribe’s Records) written by Sima Qian 538 (145-87 B.C.). During the Song,
Yuan, and Ming dynasties, it was written as a mythological story by the literati and spread among ordinary people by storytellers. In the
late Ming period, this story was written into the mythological novel Fengshen yanyi EffijEZ (Creation of the Gods). These facts
demonstrate that Bigan’s story was popular among both literate and illiterate (“Song Weizi shijia” SR T-1H52, 1465; Fengshen yanyi,
170-177).
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which had originally been more concerned with individual life, were deeply involved in the political
and military fields and played an even more crucial role in information exchange than the official
postal system. Even after these letters had been successfully delivered and read, their political value
might prompt another process of epistolary exchange. To a certain extent, this restored and main-
tained news updates and contacts between Southern Ming supporters in different territories and
regions, but simultaneously it brought varying degrees of political trouble to them, as well as to their
writers and bearers. Thus, we conclude that the writing, delivery, reception, preservation, circulation,
and dissemination of early Southern Ming letters interacted dynamically. Although the epistolary pro-
cess began with relatively independent and private letter writing, it was never a simple act, and there
were many complexities integrated into the purpose of writing a letter. Correspondents had to consider
the possible situations in terms of delivery, reception, preservation, circulation, and dissemination.
Their predictions of the difficulties that their letters would experience in wartime delivery and the aim
of writing for a wider audience greatly influenced their writing, prompting them to focus on self-repre-
sentation, select readers with different identities, and even show an expectation of disseminating their

letters among specific readers.
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