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Structures dedicated to the high god Wenchang and his subordinate Kuixing were a pervasive feature of cityscapes in late imperial
China. Common in Daoist and Confucian temples as well as schools both public and private, the buildings also broke free from
walled complexes as stand-alone attractions. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, the practice of building a high structure as a
geomantic intervention to improve the collective prospects of local candidates on the civil service examinations — first attested in
the Southern Song — combined with devotional practices to the Daoist god Wenchang. The present article considers the range
of visual sources available on these structures, the questions that can be asked of these images, and the written textual source that
complement the visual record. A case study from Suzhou demonstrates the ways in which the visual materials in gazetteers on the
‘Wenchang towers in a particular locality can shed light on urban spatial dynamics and contests for power among local elites.
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In the spring of 1897, in the pages of his journal Shiwubao B5#5%; (Current Affairs), Liang Qichao 2R
8 (1873-1929) complained bitterly about the pervasive presence in educational institutions of the high
god Wenchang 3 E (fig. 1) and his fierce subordinate Kuixing L& (fig. 2).' There was no classical
sanction for the worship of either of these deities, Liang lamented, yet students throughout the realm
propitiated them, while the proper sacrifices to Confucius were neglected. Icons of Wenchang and
Kuixing in schools throughout the empire made a mockery of the transformational capability of pedagogy

itself. Liang wrote:

The [Book of] Rites states: “When entering a place of learning, one must perform the shrand dian
sacrifices before the former sages and former teachers,” so that one unifies one’s intention and sets
one’s course, so as to venerate the teachings and be guided to goodness. In today’s schools,” in
addition to Confucius, sacrifices are also offered to Wenchang, Kuixing, and others. In Our Yue
[Guangdong], Wenchang and Kuixing are situated in the place of honor to receive the offerings,
while the [official] sacrifices to Confucius have died out. For Wenchang [is propriated with] the
youliao sacrifices' as the Commander of Fates and called a celestial deity or [the Classic of Poetry

95

line] “Zhang Zhong is filial and amicable™ [is invoked] and [he] is regarded as a ghost.” Kuixing has
inherited the appellation of the kui Z [lunar| lodge; relying on the shape of the kur &k character,
an illusory form has been created for him, with the appearance of a bizarre demon: it is a flagrantly
false conflation, [credence in which 1s] completely unfathomable. Those who promote and venerate
them are followers of the demonic path that deludes the masses; those who follow along and serve
them are also engaged in infelicitous illicit sacrifice. Upon entering school, [a pupil] venerates

[Wenchang and Kuixing] as gods; however, regarding Confucius, Utmost Sage of Great Completion

"I am grateful to the fellow participants in the “Visual Materials in Chinese Local Gazetteers: Research Workshop and Conference” organized
by Department III: Artefacts, Action, Knowledge of the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science. Chen Shih-pei convened the workshop;
Calvin Yeh was generous with his expertise. Tristan Brown, Joseph Dennis, and Peter Lavelle shared ideas and references relating to Wenchang
towers. Two anonymous readers provided stimulating suggestions that raised questions beyond what I have been able to address in this article.
Vincent Goossaert, Terry Kleeman, and Susan Naquin provided helpful comments on earlier drafts. Joshua M. Seufert kindly assisted with
bibliographical matters. Alexis Lycas corrected several errors.

I conducted the nitial research for this article as a Visiting Fellow at the International Consortium for Research in the Humanities “Fate,
Freedom and Prognostication: Strategies for Coping with the Future in East Asia and Europe” at Friedrich-Alexander-Universitit Erlangen-
Niirnberg, which is funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research. I am grateful to the staff and other fellows there. During our
stay there together, Lai Guolong read and discussed several primary sources with me. This material is based upon research conducted while
affiliated with the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science, and sources were made available during this affiliation via Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin’s CrossAsia portal. Felix Siegmund, the Korean Studies specialist at the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, considerately purchased materials on
Joseon academies on my behalf.

* The original passage is from the “Wen wang shizi” 3 F {5 chapter. It reads : " NAEITTEE > WEBEHNCERSLET o | Liji zhushu, 20.13a.
It is the locus classicus for the spring and autumn sacrifices.

" Xueshu 234, a term inclusive of academies (shuyuan E5%) and private (clan) schools (sishu FAZR).

of Spring” H'E “Dazongbo” K5Z{H chapter of the Zhoult: PKEJEEE]F » ey » BAET » FRET. Zhouli zhu shu, 18.2b.

’ An allusion to the Shijing: (FF4& /NfE- S H )Y TEHEES » B2/ | The Mao commentary elaborates: “Zhang Zhong was a worthy
minister.” B » BFE 7, o Zheng Xuan H2¢ added: “Zhang Zhong was a friend of Jifu; by nature he was filial and amicable.” 5E{f » &HE
2 HEEK o (Mao shi10.8a). Wenchang explains this connection in Chapter 23 of his spirit-written autobiography: Kleeman 1994, 23,
138-139.

6

Here Liang alluded to two categories of supernatural being in play in the Wenchang cult. Wenchang devotees regarded him as a high god, whose
status did not rely on previous human incarnations; simultaneously, he was considered a historically-attested figure who had been apotheosised
as a filial paragon. It is the latter category that Liang termed “a ghost.”
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‘Who Transmitted to the World and Established the Teachings, his memorial fire is running out of

fuel, his sacrificial vessels almost empty, his dates of birth and death scarcely known by anyone.
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Fig. 1: Wenchang on his throne, flanked by an attendant. From Huang Zhengyuan & 17T (1. 1734~

55), editor, Yinzhiwen tushuo [Z8EST[EER (The Composition on Hidden Virtue, Explicated and
Lllustrated). Yuan JT: 1a. Courtesy of the East Asian Library, Princeton University Library.

Liang was a qualified observer of customs in schools during the late Qing: at this moment in in his life, he
had spent little time outside of educational institutions. Both his grandfather and father had grasped the

bottom rung of the examination ladder by earning the xiucar35 7" degree, and had become school teachers

" Liang Qichao, “Lun Xuexiao wu: Youxue” ST - 457 (On Educational Institutions [5]: Education for the Young) in Liang 2018, 61.
This essay was first published 3 Jan.-8 March 1897 in Liang’s own periodical Shiwubao, then collected as “Bianfa tongyi” 88753855, Huang
Chin-shing frequently discusses portions of this passage; see Huang 2021, 123, 174, 205-06, 225.
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(Huang 1972, 11). Liang himself had taken the raised scholar (juren 22 \) degree at the precocious age

of seventeen.

Fig. 2: Kuixing, from Liu Tishu 2I§&%, editor, Wendi quanshu 37542 (Complete Works of the
Cultural Thearch), 1: 3a. Changjun F#[5: Yang yi miao Wenchang ge [5 & E . 1876 edition.
Courtesy of the East Asian Library, Princeton University Library.

Liang wrote these words at the beginning of his career as a public intellectual and less than two years before
the fallout from the 100 Days Reforms would force him to flee Qing territory (Huang 1972, 45). Though
he was on his way to becoming a pathbreaking figure in the intellectual and political creation of modern
China, from the perspective of the history of Wenchang devotion, the most striking element of Liang’s
critique 1s its lack of origmality. Officials first objected to the presence of Wenchang worship in school in
the late fifteenth century, as part of a conservative reaction to imperial support for the cult (Zhao 2021,
68). This support continued throughout the remainder of the late imperial period: in 1801 Wenchang
was confirmed as a “thearch” (i %) (Zhao 1997, . 84 [v. 10: 2549]), while Confucius was only a “king”
(wang I-) (Nylan and Wilson 2010, 153). What is interesting about Liang’s complaint is not the content

of the critique but its reiteration on the brink of the collapse of the imperial system.

This conservative Confucian critique of Wenchang devotion should not be confused with the impending
anti-superstition discourse that would decimate much of Chinese communal life during the first half of the
twentieth century (Goossaert 2006; Nedostup 2009; Katz and Goossaert 2021). But this well-established
disdain for Wenchang devotion on the grounds of lack of support in canonical texts would inform the

effort of Liang’s teacher Kang Youwei to reformulate Confucianism as a world religion modelled on
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Christianity. Kang’s effort was doomed to failure in part, as Huang Chin-shing has perceived, because
Kang sought to strip Wenchang devotion from Confucian praxis, leaving Kang’s program with little
popular appeal (Huang 2021, 180-82).

At the time Liang was writing, it would have been more remarkable for an official school (ruxue {E2 and
associated terms at the prefectural and county level) or private academy (shuyuan ZE5E) not to have had
a structure devoted to Wenchang than to have had one. Indeed, if one wishes to view the built
ifrastructure of Confucian education without the presence of Wenchang veneration, one must turn to
the Korean peninsula rather than China." According to the Ming shi BH5 (Ming History), by the mid-
fifteenth century, “instructional institutions throughout the realm ... have shrines to propitiate him” (K|~

BERSINEfEFET). How did this state of affairs come to pass?

Structures dedicated to Wenchang and Kuixing were a pervasive feature of cityscapes in late imperial

China. Common in Daoist and Confucian temples as well as schools both public and private, the buildings

they went by a number of different names for both the astral deity propitiated—e.g., “Cultural Star”
(Wenxing Y £ ) as well as “Cultural Splendor” (Wenchang)—and the type of structure: “pavilions” (ge [4]),
“towers” (Jou %), and “palaces” (gong =). They were not Wenchang shrines (¢7 &) or temples (1720 &),
though there could be overlapping ritual uses between the two types of structures. In light of this special
1ssue’s focus on visual materials in local gazetteers, the current article considers: 1) the range of visual
sources available on these structures in and beyond local gazetteers; 2) what questions can be asked of
such materials regarding the distribution of these structures and the intention of those who constructed,

renovated, and depicted them;" and 8) the written textual sources that complement the visual record.

The article 1s organized as follows: I provide a brief user-centred overview of the two sources of digitised
late imperial local gazetteers to which the Local Gazetteers Research Tools (LoGaRT) interface provides
access.” I then discuss the origin of late imperial Wenchang towers, positing a coming together of
structures 1nitially devoted to two distinct purposes: buildings propitiating the Daoist god Wenchang and
towers built by officials at the behest of local elites seeking a geomantic intervention in order to improve
the collective prospects of the locality in the civil service examinations. In order to show the ways in which
the visual materials in gazetteers can be used in a particular locality, I provide a case study from Ming-

Qing Suzhou.

*The twenty-four gazetteers of Korean academies reproduced in Hangug Inmungwahagwon Pyeonjipbu 1998 reveal no trace of Wenchang
devotion. On the surviving material culture of Joseon academies, see Seowon, egjin 1 reul nopigo seonbi reul gireuda 2020).

' Zhang et al. 1308; Zhao 2021, 67-69.

" A dramatic illustration of the amount of information available in a detailed field survey compared to that provided in the illustration in a late
imperial gazetteer is the pioneering study Liang 2001. At the time of its writing, the Guanyin Pavilion at the Dule Temple %45 was the
earliest known surviving wooden structure in China. The article includes a hand copy by Liang of the illustration from the Kangxi period Jizhou
zhi EMNFE (p. 170), in which there is little to visually differentiate the Guanyin Pavilion from another two story structure of much later
provenance (the Qiao lou f#f#). A Wenchang gong appears among 18 single-storied buildings represented almost identically.

" On LoGaRT itself, see Chen er al. 2020. For the user guide prepared by Calvin Yeh, see https://logart.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/lg-user-guide/#/.


https://logart.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/lg-user-guide/#/
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Gazetteer Databases and the LoGaRT Interface

The numerous printed collections of facsimile reproductions of gazetteers remain invaluable resources.”
Here I will limit my remarks to the two electronic databases that the Local Gazetteers Research Tools
(LoGaRT) content 1s based upon: the approximately five hundred gazetteers held by the Harvard
Yenching Library and another four thousand or so available through the Erudition (Airusheng B 414)

Series I and II databases.

The primary differences between the two sources of digitised gazetteers for the LoGaRT interface are as

follows:

1) The Harvard material 1s open access. The gazetteers are available as high resolution scans of individual
pages directly on the Harvard website free of charge and without registration requirements.” Harvard’s
open access policy allows a greater degree of coordination and planning with the LoGaRT system. This
content can be searched through LoGaRT without affiliation with a German institution. In contrast, the
Erudition database material 1s licensed and only available through LoGaRT to scholars registered with the
Cross Asia platform run by the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlinfor the benefit of scholars affihated with German

institutions."

2) The cartouches on the diagrams in the Harvard gazetteers have been transcribed, while those from

Erudition have not.

3) There 1s a reliable printed bibliographic catalogue describing the Harvard gazetteers (Li 2013), in
addition to the Harvard Library system’s impressive online catalogue Hollis. The editions and exemplars
(individual copies of an edition) of the Harvard materials are stable: each has a Hollis catalogue number,
rare book number, and number assigned within the LoGaR'T database. In contrast, the Erudition database
provides dates for the gazetteers they provide, but these dates can be erroneous. Even when correct, the
data fields for each gazetteer do not provide a means of addressing the complex question of what
constitutes an edition in the late imperial Chinese context: e.g., actual date of printing versus date of
prefaces; the way in which woodblock printing enabled supplementing or subtracting some materials while
retaining others without necessarily indicating the date of these changes; and the degree of involvement of
the credited compiler(s).”In Joseph Dennis’ words, gazetteers were “living documents”;" as such, they
often struggle against efforts to contain them i boxes such as data fields. There is no means of
communicating with the vendor in order to correct errors or develop a more complex rubric for dating.
There 1s a notation function within LoGaRT for users to remark on maccurate metadata, but it 1s not

systematic, and it requires an extra step to investigate (contested or erroneous dates are not automatically

* For an overview of the contents of the major collections, see Li 2013, 287-535.

" Chinese Local Gazetteers HF[FEZHEE J5E https:/projects.ig.harvard.edu/venchinglib/galleries/chinese-local-gazetteers- 31 B ¥ # £8 77 5.
The link to the gazetteers in the Hollis catalog was broken as of 28 July 2021, but the link for “Chinese Old Local Gazetteers H1[s8 2 J57&” in
the following site works: https://guides.library.harvard.edu/Chinese.

" https://crossasia.org.
" On the last of these issues, see the discussion of editorial personnel in Dennis 2015, 129-139.

“ Dennis 2015, 121-126.


https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/yenchinglib/galleries/chinese-local-gazetteers-中國珍稀舊方志
https://guides.library.harvard.edu/Chinese
https://crossasia.org/
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flagged i the LoGaRT search results). In practice, this means that some of the most impressive data
processing features of LoGaRT—such as enabling the user to view the chronological distribution of
relevant works in tabular form—presents information that needs to be confirmed through the contents of

the database (as opposed to in the accompanying metadata).

More problematically, Erudition does not identify the exemplar provided. Even if a user identifies the
edition and exemplar properly (through collection seals), the vendor reserves the right to remove content
without notice. In rare cases, the five-digit number assigned to an Erudition text in LoGaRT has been
reassigned to another work without notice. For the purposes of citation in published work, such numbers

cannot substitute for clearly identifiable editions and exemplars.

In addition to full bibliographic information on the source gazetteer, constructing a full dataset of this
material would entail the following fields: section of the gazetteer in which the image appears; title of the
1mage; person who composed or carved the image; position of tower in relation to cardinal directions;

relation of tower to other built structures; and other works i which the image was reproduced or adapted.

A full rubric for a survey of late imperial Wenchang towers—rather than only the images available in
gazetteers—would entail the following information: structure name (followed by alternative names); name
of administrative division in which it 1s located; date of construction and renovations; and current status of
structure (if not extant, last attested date). The commemorative compositions available on many towers
can provide the following broadly comparable information: composition title; composition author;
examination status or occupation of composition author; other sources in which the composition appears
(e.g., literary anthology); variorum in the case of significant variants; other individuals mentioned as
significant in fundraising and renovation campaigns; and other structures mentioned. The last significant

category would be secondary sources relevant to particular towers.

While the number of Wenchang Towers makes them a daunting subject, the Table provides an example
of the type of results made possible through the LoGaRT search of transcribed diagram cartouches from

the Harvard-Yenching Library gazetteer collection.

A. Title of Gazetteer (and province) and Book Identificaion Number (LoGaRT if preceded by “H”;
Harvard Rare Book if preceded by “T”)

B. Place of illustration in gazetteer

C. Wenchang tower in same illustration? (Yes/No). If no, other immediately relevant structures identified
in parentheses.

D. Reign period or year of publication; edition details (if available)

A. B. C. D.
Xianning County GazetteerfiZ8%  llustration of the official schools N (Cultural Peak 1668/82
& (Hube) HOOCY FEEE ] XM column)

Waukang County Gazetteer G5 4E Tllustration of the county seat B4J8Y 1672
(Zhejiang) HO070 =i

Nangong County Gazetteer B = 5% llustration of county seat §&I%[& Y 1673

= (Hebei) HO134



66

Rizhao County Gazetteer H WEE4E
(Shandong) HO196

Taiping County Gazetteer K -F4E
(Huangshan =[], Anhui) HO07B

Pingshun County Gazetteer “-[E5%
& (Shanxi) HOOB3

Jia County Gazetteer ¥l§4&
(Henan) HOOEB

Xuanhua County Gazetteer S 1{bE4
& (Zhangjiakou municipality 5E52 [
i, Hebei) HO12D

Yunlong Department Gazetteer Z£#E Illustration

JNE
HO0D2 (Xuzhou ) county,
Yunnan)

Xijiang Gazetteer V5, 1E (..,
Jiangxi provincial gazetteer) HO053

Taishun County Gazetteer ZEEE4E
(Wenzhou ;& , Zhejiang) HOO7D

Jiangxi Province Comprehensive

Gazetteer ) 1755 HO051

Yanqing Departmental Gazetteer JE
BEPNER (T 3269 1004.83; LoGaRT
contains only Erudition Series 11
exemplar [93062])

Wanquan County Gazetteer 5454
& (Zhangjiakou municipality 5EZ2 [
M, Hebeil) HOOCE

Jing Departmental Gazetteer 5175
(Hengshui municipality 7K,
Hebei) HO160

Queshan County Gazetteer fifg L1
& (Henan) HO093

Sishui County Gazetteer P /K54
(Henan) HOOE3

Heng Departmental Gazetteer f& )|
& (Guangxi) HO097

" contained in same case Pf as 1743 Continued Gazetteer 485 of same county

Journal of the European Association for Chinese Studies, vol. 3 (2022)

Ilustration of the official school
i

Illustration Y
Hlustration of the newly Y
constructed walled city Frig[El
Hlustration of the Jia county

official school HE4E2 = [
Xuanhua prefectural seat E{EJFF N
Map of Ganzhou Prefectural Seat N
HINE

Ilustration Y
Map of Ganzhou Prefectural Seat N

NI AR (based on HO053

above)

N (Dipper
Mother Pavilion)

1673/1715

1683

1693

1694~

1711/37

1716

1720

1728/29

1732

Hlustration of the departmental ~ N (Cultural Peak 1742

seat NI [E]

Illustration of walls and moats 3 N (first
lustration); Y

town of Zhangjiakou 5EZZ 1 [ & ,(SGCOHd,
llustration)

HeE]; Mustration of the walled

(two different illustrations)

Hlustration of the departmental Y
seat

Iustration of the Cultural Temple Y

B =

Hlustration of county seat Y

[lustration of walls and moats of N
the Heng departmental seat f&)}

St

pE—

Pagoda SCIEFE,
Wenchang
Palace)

1742

1745

1745

1745/69

1746
(reprinted

in 1899)
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Shanyang County Gazetteer [11[55%  lustration of walls and moats of N (includes 1748/49
£ (Huai’an JEZZ, Jiangsu) HOOSE — Shanyang LLIFG IO Wenchang

Palace)
Zhenhai County Gazetteer $E785%: ustration of the official school Y 1751/52

(Ningbo 17, Zhejiang) HO081 2=

Suning County Gazetteer Fi B 84:E  Hlustration of the official school N (Wenchang 1754

(Cangzhou J& M, Hebei) HO136 shrine i)

Yi County Gazetteer IE84E N/A (no section name in central N 1761
(Zaozhuang Z£4E, Shandong) H018C woodblock column k(1)

Boxiang County Gazetteer FF 4 & Mustration Y 1766
(Xingtai /|2, Hebel) H0132

Fenghua County Gazetteer ZZ{E54:E Hlustration of the official school; Y (for both 1772/73
(Zhejiang) HOO7E Illustration of Jinxi Academy $§;Z illustrations)

F 5 = (two different illustrations)

Huimin County Gazetteer B R4  Hlustration of the Huimin county N (Cultural 1782
(Binzhou shi }& 17, Shandong) seat B R IG Ik E Platform ~£)

HO0195
Jimung Direct Admunistration District  llustration of the Cultural Temple Y 1785
Gazetteer JBEEH 2N E HO0187

Yuxiang County Gazetteer B 45 Ilustration of the county seat N 1789
(Yuncheng 7835, Shanxi) HOOB7

Changning County Gazetteer 5584 Illustration of county seat #5088 Y 1851/60
& (Ganzhou Y, Jiangxi) HO03D

Yanqing Departmental Gazetteer 3E  llustration of the departmental Y (and 1879 (1921
BEINAE (Beijing) HOOCD seat Wenchang reprint 75)

Palace)

Table: Illustrations of Towers Dedicated to Kuixing in Qing Dynasty Gazetteers Held by Harvard-
Yenching Library (search terms %2 B and #LE#E). Arranged chronologically by date of publication
of gazetteer exemplar.

Using the search terms Kuixing ge #L5 5] and Kuixing lou LE 2, T list thirty-one images in twenty-nine
distinct gazetteer editions dating from 1668 to 1879 (there were no earlier hits, though the search could
have been extended mto the Republican period). The placement of the images containing the Kuixing
towers was consistently in gazetteers either for administrative seats or for the official schools in those walled

cities.

Dual Origins: Wenchang Devotion and Geomantic Intervention

This article focuses on buildings devoted to Wenchang: either the classically-attested star name or the
Daoist deity. Indeed, I argue that these structures became so widespread because of the space for cultural

negotiation provided by these two uses of the term “Wenchang”: an official could devote funds to a
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structure named after the astral deity while local examination candidates and degree holders could use the
same building to pray to the Daoist deity Wenchang. Due to the productive ambiguity of the terminology,
some background on the term and the Zitong F¢J&-Wenchang cult is necessary. As evident in the
following discussion, this article is located in the overlapping space between Confucian Studies, Daoist
Studies, and Architectural History. Buddhist Studies looms in the background because the Wenchang
towers that had mushroomed around south China by the sixteenth century were Confucio-Daoist
appropriations of the pagoda. In his pioneering survey of the architecture of China, written in the 1940s,
Liang Sicheng 22 &% (1901-1972; son of the above-quoted Liang Qichao) discussed these structures in
the section on pagodas and referred to them as wenfangta X J5#% (“cultural square pagodas”).” For more
than a century scholars have devoted much attention to combinatory discourse in Chinese religions, but
many have concentrated on textual sources while ignoring that an inter-credal competition occurred at the

level of the built environment.

The phrase “Wenchang” is first attested in the poem “Far off journey” (Yuanyou 32#%) attributed to Qu
Yuan J& 5 (traditionally 4"-3" century BCE) and preserved in Lyzrics of Chu (Chuci 2Eg¥). The “Cultural
Splendour Palace” (Wenchang gong 32 E'E) is first described in the “Treatise on the Celestial Offices”
(“Tianguan shu” K'EZE) chapter of Sima Qian’s & (ca. 145-86 BCE) Records of the Historian
(Shyi 5230)." In the twelfth century these astral figures merged with a Daoist cult originating in Zitong ¢
& in northeastern Sichuan, resulting in a deity named Wenchang whose duties included overseeing the
cvil service examination system (Kleeman 1995). The complex history of the Zitong cult—including the
filial exemplar with the surname Zhang alluded in the above passage by Liang—made it a target for
orthodox Confucians. They contended that none of the available origins for the phrase “Wenchang” or
the past lives the god himself related in his twelfth century spirit-written autobiography represented a
legitimate object of sacrifice, so the cult deserved to be prohibited as “illicit sacrifice” (yznsi J£{E). As with
the complaint by Liang Qichao discussed above, these protests attest to the pervasiveness of these
structures. The above-quoted passage from the Ming History was in the context of an empire-wide
prohibition of shrines to Wenchang in official schools. The prohibition was apparently impotent: Chen
Qiyuan [HELIT (1812-1881) claimed that there were more such orders by the Board of Rites during the
Kangxi (1662-1722) and Yongzheng (1723-1735) reigns (Chen 1989, 149-150; discussed in Gao 2008,
29-30).

Just as Wenchang devotion came about through the merging of diverse cultic practices, the towers devoted
to Wenchang had different sources, not all of which were the same as the Wenchang cult itself. Most
significantly, the Ming and Qing towers fulfilled the function of towers that first began to be constructed
in the Southern Song period as geomantic interventions intended to mmprove the civil examination
prospects of the candidates of a particular locality. In his survey of records attesting to these towers n the
eleventh century, Liu Hsiang-kuang discusses ones in which the rationale was the same as in Ming and

Qing Wenchang towers—e.g., constructing a hill in the southern portion of the administrative unit in the

" Liang 2005, 154. Liang left wenfangta untranslated in this book, which he composed in English.

" The entire “Treatise” is translated in Pankenier 2018, 444-511; Pankenier translated “Wenchang” as “Promotion of Civic Virtue” (p. 460).
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shape of a writing brush (wenbi S Z8)—without any mention of Wenchang (Liu 2006, 29). Indeed, as
Ronald G. Knapp pointed out in his study of the self-consciously pedagogical use of built environments,
village structures intended to imitate the “four treasures of the studio” (wenfang sibao S J=VU%ES) are first

20

attested n the twelfth century in southern China (Knapp 1998).

Daoist Wenchang temples reached the Yangzi Delta region in the twelfth century, and Kuixing towers are
attested In schools in the Southern Song (1127-1276) (Chien 2015, 49). The 1316 promotion of
Wenchang to “thearch-lord” (djun 7 ) by the Yuan court consolidated the cult and bolstered its
legitimacy.” A detailed architectural analysis of what may be the oldest Wenchang pavilion still standing—
that in the Five Dragons Temple (Wulong miao 71FE&H) in Langzhong [ & county, Sichuan”—places it
i the Yuan. However, the study does not examine the written records on the uses to which the structure
was put (Ma et al. 2020):” an issue that must be investigated given that one and the same structure could—
and often did—change names and uses.” The Yuan promotion was the highest Wenchang ever received.
In 1370, the Ming founder Zhu Yuanzhang struck Wenchang from the official sacrifices. He remained
off the register of sacrifices until 1801, but by the mid-Ming the deity’s position had improved, in practice

5

if not as policy. Wenchang pavilions became common on the county level by the mid-fifteenth century.”

Ample textual and physical material exists for an empire-wide survey of the development and diffusion of
these structures: there are thousands of relevant entries in gazetteers, overlapping epigraphic sources, and
a significant number of surviving structures.” No one has yet attempted such a venture, though Chien
Iching has provided the most sustained studies of these structures and the purpose to which they were put,
with particular attention to Taiwan from the 1720s to the present (Chien 2013, 2015, 2020).” Taiwanese
structures have received by far the most attention in secondary scholarship. Studies also exist for these
towers in Shandong province from the Yongle reign (1402-24) to the late Qing (Zhao 2021) and Pushi J&
1, Luxi J&% county, Hunan, from the late seventeenth to mid-eighteenth century (Shi and Lu 2020).

* Knapp includes a photo of a tower in Zheng village 245, Sanshui =7K county, Guangdong province, to illustrate a built structure in imitation
of a writing brush (p. 125). This tower is architecturally indistinguishable from many of those associated with Wenchang in the late imperial
period.

* The promotion order is included in Long and Huang 1997, 176-177.
* On religious diversity in late imperial Langzhong, see Brown 2019.

* Sichuan sheng Langzhong shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1993, 866 does not provide additional information about what textual sources
might exist to track the changing usages of this structure over time.

** A more conventional Wenchang tower was built in the Jinping % area of Langzhong county in the late Ming or early Qing. Called Kuixing
lou, it was dismantled in 1808. In 1888, another tower was built on the same site. That tower was then destroyed in the Cultural Revolution; the
one that stands today with the same name as the first was built in 1988. (Sichuan sheng Langzhong shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1993,
879). In terms of Kuixing worship related to Langzhong county, the county claims as a native son Ma Dezhao FE{EHZ (b. 1824), of Kuixing
village. Ma composed the iconic illustration “Kuixing Dots the Dou [Asterism]” (Kuixing dian Dou) L5 %6, in which the deity stands with
one leg atop the character for “carp” (a0 %) while looking over his right shoulder to regard the “Dipper” (Dou 3}) character. One stele
inscription of this image is preserved in the Xi’an Stele Forest, while the other is held by in the Zhang Fei Temple 7] in Langzhong
(Sichuan sheng Langzhong shi Difangzhi Bianzuan Weiyuanhui 1993, 816).

In his study of Wenchang devotion in Shandong province, Zhao Shuguo identifies records of four county-level Wenchang pavilions constructed
in this period: those in Zhucheng 3 (possibly dating back to 1404 [record partially effaced]; in the southeastern corner of the county school);
Zhangqiu Z2 [T (1447); Jinxiang €45 (erected in 1449 at the behest of the magistrate to the east of the Wenchang shrine); and Leling %47
(rebuilt in 1451 at the order of the magistrate). See Zhao 2021, 67.

" Chien 2013 is a provisional attempt to provide a chronology of Wenchang structures in schools, but much more material is available. The oldest
extant such tower may date from the Yuan dynasty (1279-1368): see Ma et al. 2020, which is exclusively concerned with physical evidence
provided by the building itself, rather than the textual records on it.

7 On such towers in Taiwan see also Nikaidd 2011.
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Cumulatively, these studies demonstrate the utility of Wenchang structures in homing in on complex local
dynamics including the devotional lives of examination hopefuls and degree-holders, the adaptation of
Daoist theology within examination culture, and the interface between officials and local elites through
fundraising campaigns and their commemoration. They also serve as a caution against making any
generalisations about these towers on an empire-wide or even provincial and prefectural basis until more

work has been done on the history of particular structures in their local and regional contexts.”

General Remarks on Wenchang Towers in Diagrams in Mid-Ming to Republican
Period Local Gazetteers

The diagrams including astral towers provide thought-provoking information on spatial relationships
mvolving directional orientations, number of storys, built complexes in which they were situated, and the
absence or co-occurrence of related towers. On the most basic level, these were clearly structures in which
the local elites in widely divergent areas of the empire felt a pride. Indeed, one of the most obvious reasons
for their diffusion 1s that they were a means whereby a magistrate could be seen to “do something” at the

behest of locals in order to improve their condition.

Fig. 3: A lithographic reprint of a photograph of a two-story Kui Z5 Asterism Tower and its environs
from the 1921 Fengcheng xian zhi B3 %8 Two pages combined by author. Image credit: Zhongguo
Fangzhi Ku.

* Bujard et al. 2017 is the most rigorous collaborative project to survey religious institutions in a pre-modern Chinese city and evaluate the extent
to which their material legacy survives into the present. The Shuntian JI§K prefectural school included a Kui tower (Kuilou) (p. 8) adjacent to
its Wenchang shrine (pp. 122-123).
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On the technical level of reproduction, the vast majority of available images are woodblock prints.
However, Republican period letterpress (qgranyin ${5E[]) gazetteers include a significant number of
lithographic reproductions of photographs. Examples include two-story Kui Asterism towers (Kuixing lou)
in the 1921 Fengcheng County Gazetteer (Fengcheng xian zhi B\IRE4E; fig. 3), 1928 Liaovang County
Gazetteer (Liaoyang xian zhi 78 554785 )—both these counties were in Liaoning province—and 1935

Chiping County Gazetteer (Chiping xian zhi 1>2547:5) from Shandong.
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Fig. 4: A three-story Kui[xing] Pavilion outside the city walls in the 1887 Zhenxiong zhou zhi $EIENNE
(p. 36). Note the Wenchang Palace = immediately north of the current city walls inside the line

indicating the old ones. Image credit: Zhongguo Fangzhi Ku.

In a testament to the capacity of woodblock printing to convey detailed visual information, the
photographic images are a step backwards in clarity from their woodblock predecessors. Woodblock
paragons of architectural detail include the three-story Kui[xing] Pavilion depicted twice i the 1887

Zhenxiong Departmental Gazetteer (Zhenxiong zhou zhi $EEME) of Yunnan Province: first outside
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the city walls in the “city diagram” (chengtu 3%[El; p. 46, fig. 4); second as a two-page (two half-woodblock

29

pages) spread devoted to the structure itself (pp. 47-48, fig. 5)

Fig. 5: A four-story Kui[xing] Pavilion in the 1887 Zhenxiong zhou zhi (p. 46); presumably the same
structure represented as having three stories in the previous illustration. The fine detail renders visible
the lattice windows, tiles, bells hanging from the eaves, four front columns, and contrasting square and

diagonal patterns of the brick floor before and surrounding the structure. Image credit: Zhongguo
Fangzhi Ku.
Higher quality means of photographic reproduction were available in China at the time. As the Wenchang
towers were [requent draws in the nascent international tourism industry, a number of examples are
available. The first known photograph of the Changzhou county Cultural Star Pavilion (on which, see
below) 1s from the Presbyterian missionary Hampden C. DuBose’s pamphlet ““Beautiful Soo’: The
Capital of Kiangsu,” produced by the Shanghai-based publisher Kelly and Walsh i 1899 (fig. 6). Tainan
in Taiwan (administratively under Fujian province for much of the Qing) hosts several Wenchang
structures that have been tourist attractions consistently from the early twentieth century to the present.

These are the Wenchang Pavilion built on the site of the former Dutch fort Providentia (Chikanlou 7R

*The gazetteer also includes a detailed description of the rites performed at the tower during the provincial examination.
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1#; Xie 2003) and that at the nearby Confucian temple.” The Kuixing tower on the southeastern end of
the lake in front of the official school in Jiading 3Z %€ (in Songjiang fA7T. prefecture during the Qing) is an
example of a later tower—built in 1976 (Zhang 2009, 143)—acting as a tourist draw (fig. 7). The current
tourist uses of these structures sometimes diverge dramatically from how they functioned in the Ming and
Qing. A prominent example is the Confucian Temple in Hangzhou, where the Wenchang Pavilion houses
the series of 16 portraits of arhats by the Five Dynasties (907-79) painter Guan Xiu & {K inscribed on
stelae. The set was reordered by the Qianlong emperor and housed at the Shengyin Temple EE[R=F on
the other side of the West Lake until the 1960s, when it was brought to the Confucian Temple for
protection (Du 2008, 13, 270-86).

Fig. 6: The first known photograph of the Changzhou county Cultural Star Pavilion and the building in
front of it. From DuBose’s pamphlet ““Beautiful Soo’,” first published in 1899.

Most of the available images of complexes with both Wenchang and Kuixing Pavilions show them 1n the
southeast corner: the example presented here 1s from the Yongzheng edition of the Taishun County
Gazetteer (Taishun xian zhi Z2[Ef%E) in Wenzhou JE ), Zhejiang province; fig. 8 and fig. 9). As early
as the eleventh century—in accounts of geomantic towers explored by Liu—the southern direction was
considered bolstering. By the sixteenth, those who composed texts on the Wenchang towers frequently
asserted that the southeastern corner was the proper place to build a tower in order to enhance civil
examination performance. In his 1844 manual Xiang zhai jing zuan fE4EEE (A Selection from Classics
of Residential Topomancy), Gao Jiannan = B Fg provided so much directional latitude for siting these

towers that three-eighths of the fengshui compass was a viable option. The passage titled “Directional

positioning of a high tower [in the shape of a | writing brush” (Wenbi gaota fangwei 372535 75 {11) reads:

For, in the capital, the [administrative seats of] provinces, prefectures, departments, counties, and

rural villages, when the literati are not benefitting [from the current geomantic order], those who do

" A photograph by S. Sidney from 1870 of the Wenchang tower at the Tainan prefectural examination complex appears in Le Gendre 2012, 128
(Plate 2-13; explanation xxxviii, 421). It shows the tower in dilapidated condition between renovations, with the roof completely destroyed. The
caption terms the structure “The Tower of the Gods of Literature”; the plural is because not only Wenchang (“the God of Literature”) but his
subordinate deities were enshrined there.
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not place in the first class on the examination register, can—in the four directional positions of jia,
xun, bing, or ding [positions on the geomantic compass indicating east to south], select an auspicious
site, and erect a sharp peak in the shape of a writing brush. It only needs to surpass in height other
hills [in its proximity] in order to cause first-class candidates to emerge. Alternatively, one can erect
a [structure in the shape of a] writing brush on a hill or on a flat location construct a tall pagoda: all

constitute “writing brush peaks.”
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Fig. 7: The Kuixing tower on the southeast corner of the lake in front of the official school in Jiading,
Jiangsu province, built in 1976. Photo by the author, 2014.

Fig. 8: Paired Wenchang and Kuixing Pavilions in the southeast corner just outside of the walls of the
Confucian temple complex in Wenzhou &, Zhejiang province. From the Yongzheng reign 7aishun
xian zhi ZZBR4E, 1 5b-6a. Image source: Harvard Yenching Library (persistent link:
https://nrs.lib.harvard.edu/urn-3:thcl: 14396917 °n=74).

" Gao 1999, 95. I am grateful to Tristan Brown for pointing out this source to me.


https://nrs.lib.harvard.edu/urn-3:fhcl:14396917?n=74
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Fig. 9: Detail of the Wenchang and Kuixing Pavilions in 7arshun xian zhi, tu 5b.

As a means of achieving greater height, some towers were erected on the city walls. In the accompanying
illustration from the Kangxi edition of the Pingshun County Gazetteer (Pingshun xian zhi “EIE4E),

Shanxi province, the Wenchang Pavilion and Kuixing Tower are both on the city wall in the southeast

corner (fig. 10).
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Fig. 10: A Wenchang Pavilion and Kuixing Tower on the southeastern corner of the city walls in the
Kangxi edition of the Pingshun xian zhi B84 E. Note the presence of a Wenchang Palace &= as part
of the Confucian temple complex inside the city walls. Image source: Harvard Yenching Library
(persistent link: https://nrs.lib.harvard.edu/urn-3:thcl:12771493Pn=27)
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The Changzhou County Cultural Star Pavilion: Site of Competiion Between
Eastern and Western Urban Suzhou

The above remarks are primarily based on using the image searching function of LoGaRT without
extensive reading in available texts or fieldwork at the relevant sites. This final section considers the
available visual records on a tower on which I have done extensive readings and extended fieldwork: the
Cultural Star Pavilion (Wenxing ge 32 ; also occasionally called Wenchang ge 32 &) in Changzhou
EM county (present day Suzhou; fig. 11).

Fig. 11: The Cultural Star Pavilion on the main campus of Soochow University. Photo by the author,
2011.
Suzhou 1s one of the most richly documented cities in the imperial period; a profusion of primary sources
has mspired a wide array on scholarship on the city, its denizens, and its implications for the urban form
in Chinese history more broadly.” The Changzhou county Cultural Star Pavilion is one of the best-
documented and best-preserved Wenchang towers of the late imperial period.” The tower was first
constructed i the 1550s as part of a new complex for the Changzhou county school, initiated by a
magistrate in response to pleas from students. As Michael Marmé has captured vividly, this was a difficult
decade for the city, one characterised by natural disasters and pirate attacks.” In 1612, on the advice of
geomancy experts who deemed that a taller structure in the xun 58 direction was necessary for the fortunes

of the county to improve, the structure was moved a short distance to the southeast. According to one

*The earliest gazetteer record on Suzhou is translated and annotated in Milburn 2015. The same author provides a thoughtful analysis of the
most significant Ming gazetteer of Suzhou: Wang Ao’s E%é (1449-1524) Gusu zhi §EFE (1506) (Milburn 2009, 105-107). Xu 2000 is a
major urban history. Wang 2009 is the fullest attempt at a comprehensive history of the city.

* Burton-Rose 2020, esp. 368-69, 379-80.
“ Marmé 2005, 221-30.
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unsourced present day account, there was one more move in the late Ming (Shen 2006, 77). Since that
time, the building has remained in place: it survived the Taiping occupation of Suzhou because it served

as a useful watchtower over the eastern wall of the city.

Gazetteer diagrams bolster textual evidence regarding the nature of the mtervention intended by the
backers of this tower from the late Ming through the early Qing (which is far from the only period of
mterest for this structure). This Cultural Star Pavilion was built in response to a sense of inferiority in the
eastern half of Suzhou vzs a vis the western (Wu %= county). As Cao Zishou B H 5F, Wu county magistrate
from 1559 to 1563, explained, within the walled city: “Public offices and the mansions of officials, and
even [rich] merchants, collect in large numbers on the west side. Hence the land to the east 1s spacious

9935

and that to the west is crowded. It is commonly said that the west side 1s more cultured than the east.

Fig. 12: The eastern portion of the walled city of Suzhou with few built structures, as depicted in the
Longqing Changzhou xian zhi. N.p.

CNBEE > DUEIE > SRHATE o HOHHEETE o BIRPESCAH © Cao 1997, 200. “Wuxian chengtu shuo” SAIEERT in Gu 1997
Translation modified from Marmé 2005, 229. ce 5, 11b-12a.
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This disparity between the cultural cachet of western versus eastern Suzhou is on full display in the most
spectacular High Qing depiction of Suzhou, Shengshi zisheng tu B2 4 B (Picture of Fecundity in a
Flourishing Age; later more commonly known as Gusu fanhua tu 4% EZERE] [Flourishing Suzhou]) of
Qianlong period court painter and Wu county (Suzhou) native Xu Yang 45 (fl. 1750s). The painting
meanders in and out of western Suzhou and its rural hinterland, without even depicting the two eastern
gates of the city (Feng £ in the southeast and Lou Y in the northeast). It includes the prefectural
and Wu county Confucian temples—both of which traced their provenance back to the Northern Song
reformer and Wu county native Fan Zhongyan {4 (989-1052)—but not the Changzhou county school

(Yang 2008, 83). Astral towers are not depicted in either of these complexes.”
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Fig. 13: How Wu county (the western half of urban Suzhou) viewed Changzhou county (the eastern half
of urban Suzhou) in the late Ming: empty except for the county school-Twin Pagodas-Cultural Star
Pavilion triad. From the 1642 Wu xian zhi, tu 4b-5a. Image credit: Zhongguo Fangzhi Ku. Combined in
Photoshop by the author.

As a baseline, a diagram of the area from the first extant Changzhou xian zhi £ /847 (Changzhou county
gazetteer)—that of the Ming Longqing reign (1567-72)—prior to the construction of the Cultural Star
Pavilion had so little to show that it included significant portions of the western walled city as well (fig. 12).
The Chongzhen (1627-44) reign Wu xian zhi 25475 (Wu county gazetteer, preface dated 1642) depicted
the Cultural Star Pavilion, but the eastern half of the city remained significantly under-endowed with
historical sites in comparison to the western half (fig. 13). The Cultural Star Pavilion can only be
comprehended in relation to two other structures: the Changzhou county school, in which it was originally
located and with which it continued to be associated even after being physically relocated; and the Twin
Pagodas (Shuangta #££%) complex directly to the west, which can be traced to initial construction on the

same site in 861. Geomancers conceptually converted the shadows of the Twin Pagodas into ink brushes

" The present day Suzhou Confucian temple has a Wenchang Palace (Zhang 2009, 103), but the date of its construction is not yet clear to me.
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in the pool in front of the Cultural Star Pavilion, thereby incorporating a more venerable Buddhist
complex mto a literati-official Confucianisation of the cityscape. The imaginary and symbolic
subordination of the Twin Pagodas to the Cultural Star Pavilion is crystallised in the portrait of the tower
commissioned by Peng Dingqiu $25E K (1645-1719) for his site-specific gazetteer Modest Gazetteer of
the Cultural Star Pavilion (Wenxing ge xiaozhi 25/ NE, 17047 fig. 14). Peng’s illustration amplified
the spatial core of Changzhou county depicted in the Wu County Gazetteer sixty years earlier, but

converted the perceived lack into repletion by magnifying the scale of the Cultural Star Pavilion complex.
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Fig. 14: The Cultural Star Pavilion towers over the other complexes that form the cultural core of
Changzhou county—the official school and the Twin Pagodas—asserting its pervasive, positive influence
over the area. From Peng Dingqiu, Wenxing ge xiaozhr, 1704, Wenxing ge, tu 1b.

Conclusion

This article 1s a brief consideration of one aspect of one type of primary source on Wenchang towers in
late imperial China. It considers the visual information available on these structures i late imperial
gazetteers and the nature of the questions that can be asked of it. It is my hope that this may form a small
contribution towards a broader recognition of the significance and diversity of these towers and the uses
for which they were employed, and the importance of combining all available sources of information on

each mdividual structure.

" The date of publication comes from Peng’s autobiography: Peng circa 1719, 61b.
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