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Abstract
How have gender norms historically infl uenced the visual depiction of the human body in Chi-
nese medicine? I address this question by analysing 484 images of the body published in the 
Imperially-Commissioned Golden Mirror of Medical Learning (Yuzuan yizong jinjian) of 1742. Th e 
Golden Mirror used male fi gures to depict the standard human body, a pattern that I call visual 
androcentrism, and I discuss three factors that helped to foster this pattern. First, the Golden 
Mirror borrowed images from non-medical sources and thereby reiterated a broader cultural 
tendency to use male fi gures as normative, with female fi gures used only in special circum-
stances. Second, there was a strong association in Chinese visual culture between the semi-
exposed male body and ideals of spiritual enlightenment and longevity. Th is made male fi gures 
particularly appropriate for a text on healing that needed to reveal the features and disorders of 
diff erent body parts. Finally, male medical fi gures provided a ready vehicle for conveying positive 
messages about the ability of male physicians. Th e Golden Mirror enhanced its male fi gures with 
auspicious imagery and Daoist symbols, thereby transforming them into visual metaphors for 
the male doctor’s scholarly mastery of cosmological principles, a mastery that allowed him to be 
an eff ective and superior healer.
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1 Earlier versions of this paper were presented as ‘Visual Translations of the Body in Late 
Imperial China: Gendered Images in Zhang Jiebin’s Leijing tuyi 類經圖翼 (1624) and Wu Qian’s 
Yizong jinjian (1742)’, for ‘Globalizing Chinese Medicine: A Visual History’, Beijing, China, 14–
16 September 2005, and as ‘Cultivating Auspiciousness, Curing Gentlemen: Daoist Iconography 
in the Golden Mirror of Medical Learning (Yizong jinjian, 1742)’, Association for Asian Studies 
Annual Meeting, San Francisco, CA, 6–9 April 2006. I thank the organisers and participants for 
their helpful feedback. Research for this paper was supported by a fellowship from the Eisenberg 
Institute for Historical Studies at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, and by grants 
from the Hewlett-Mellon Fund for Faculty Development at Albion College, Albion, MI. I am 
grateful to the EIHS for hosting me during my sabbatical in 2005–6 and for providing a stimu-
lating seminar series on ‘history and the visual’ which helped me refi ne my approaches to this 
material. I would also like to thank Ellen Johnston Laing, who read the entire manuscript and 
provided crucial advice on interpretations and sources; Susan Erickson, Roslyn Hammers and 
Martin Powers for their sage suggestions; Jen-der Lee, Shigehisa Kuriyama and Asaf Goldschmidt 
for their insightful critiques on earlier versions of this paper; and Raymond Lum and Xiao-he 
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Introduction

Th is paper explores the relationship between gender and medicine by analys-
ing the illustrations that appear in the Imperially-Commissioned Golden Mirror 
of Medical Learning (Yuzuan yizong jinjian 御纂醫宗金鑑, 1742), a textbook 
and guide to practice compiled by the Qianlong emperor’s Imperial Academy 
of Medicine (taiyi yuan 太醫院).2 My starting point is a simple yet historically 
signifi cant question: why are almost all the human fi gures in this book depicted 
as men? As historians of Western medicine have amply documented, medical 
illustrations are never simply an objective depiction of observed reality. Rather, 
they are culturally and historically constructed, both encoding and creating 
assumptions about the innate characteristics and proper social roles of men 
and women, about the relationship of humans to the non-human world, and 
about the nature of scientifi c inquiry itself. As Th omas Laqueur has shown, for 
example, the belief that women’s bodies were an imperfect variant of men’s 
imbued the anatomical diagrams of Andreas Vesalius (1514–64), epitomised 
by a famous drawing depicting the vagina as an immature, internal penis.3 
Similarly, Londa Schiebinger found that eighteenth-century European anato-
mists began to draw female skeletons as a means of investigating the perceived 
diff erences between men and women. However, their a priori assumptions 
about women’s natures and aptitudes led some anatomists to create exagger-
ated and distorted depictions of female bone structures.4

A study of medical illustrations is also vital for understanding the interplay 
between medicine and gender in China, serving as an important complement 
to existing studies that focus on textual descriptions of the body. What makes 
the Chinese case particularly interesting, furthermore, is that there is an 
apparent disjuncture between textual and visual depictions of gender. In her 
path-breaking work on the history of ‘medicine for women’ (  fuke 婦科), 

Ma of the Harvard-Yenching Library for their generous assistance. Finally, I thank Vivienne Lo 
for her editorial support and guidance during the preparation of this article for publication.

2 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742. My analysis is based on a microfi lm of the 1742 Wuying dian 武英殿 
edition of the Yizong jinjian owned by the Peking Union Medical Library. I have also consulted 
an original copy of this edition held in the rare book collection held at the Harvard Yenching 
Library. Th e library catalogues it as a 1739 edition produced by the neifu 內府 (Palace Treasury), 
but it is identical to the Wuying dian edition, which includes a preface of 1739 signed by offi  cials 
of the neifu. I have also compared these two editions to the version reprinted in the Siku quanshu 
四庫全書 in 1782, which is the most widely available of the various editions of this text. While 
there are stylistic diff erences between some illustrations in the 1742 and 1782 versions, they do 
not aff ect the gender analysis presented here.

3 Laqueur 1990, ch. 3.
4 Schiebinger 1989, ch. 7; generally and especially her discussion of Marie Th iroux 

d’Arconville, pp. 195–200.
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Charlotte Furth argued that the body of classical medicine was fundamentally 
androgynous. Each body embraced both yin and yang elements, and the 
essential structures and functions of male and female bodies were essentially 
the same.5 But if the body of Chinese classical doctrine was indeed androgy-
nous, then how should we interpret the fact that medical illustrations use male 
fi gures as the standard for that human body, with female fi gures used in only 
special cases? After all, there was no intrinsic reason why a medical fi gure 
should be endowed with a recognisable gender at all. Indeed, the Golden Mir-
ror also includes some fi gures without any gendered attributes, showing that 
this was a possible option for Chinese medical representations of the body.

To address these issues, we must fi rst acknowledge that the conceptual 
boundaries between androgyny and gender diff erence in Chinese medicine 
were continually shifting according to time and context. A central theme of 
Furth’s work, in fact, is the alternation between androgyny and female diff er-
ence in Chinese medical thought. Th us, while medical doctrine was concerned 
with the universal attributes of human bodies, doctors focused on ‘female dif-
ference’ when they sought to explain the special reproductive problems of 
women. Here we will see that when Chinese medical illustrators sought to 
visually represent the universal doctrinal body, they reached fi rst for images of 
men. So what cultural and epistemological factors contributed to this particu-
lar pattern? While China’s medical canon—the constituent texts of the Yellow 
Emperor’s Inner Classic (Huangdi neijing 黃帝內經) and their commentaries—
contained clear descriptions of the body, they were not originally illustrated, 
and the illustrated editions that we currently have were the product of later 
compilers. A vital issue for scholars, therefore, is to determine why certain 
images and forms of representation became conventional in medical texts 
while others did not.

Using the Golden Mirror as a case study, this paper will analyse three related 
dynamics that contributed to what I will call ‘visual androcentricism’ in Chi-
nese medicine, namely the tendency to use male fi gures to represent the generic 
human body. Th e fi rst is that medical illustrations were part of a broader visual 
culture, borrowing extensively from non-medical repertoires of iconographic 
idioms. Th e Golden Mirror’s reliance on male fi gures was thus a natural out-
growth of an iconographic tradition in which men were routinely used in 
generic situations and women used only in contexts specifi cally gendered as 
female. Second, in visual culture there was a strong association between the 
semi-exposed male body and ideals of enlightenment and health. Th is made 
male fi gures particularly appropriate for a text on healing that wanted to show 

5 Furth 1999.
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the features of diff erent parts of the human body. Finally, the fact that classical 
medicine itself was a form of knowledge shaped and wielded by male practi-
tioners also reinforced the existing tendency to favour male heuristic fi gures. 
Th e Golden Mirror furthermore incorporated auspicious and Daoist motifs 
into its images of men, thereby creating a visual metaphor that likened the 
enlightened male physician to a divine sage who would use his superior insights 
into yin and yang to obtain wondrous cures.

Th e Golden Mirror and its illustrations

As Marta Hanson has shown, the Golden Mirror was shaped by the leading 
political and intellectual currents of the day.6 Compiled on the order of the 
Qianlong emperor, it was meant as a statement of orthodox knowledge that 
would serve as a model for the empire. Emulating the sage rulers of the Chi-
nese past, the Manchu emperor sought to enhance his political authority by 
serving as a patron of scholarship and disseminating information to benefi t his 
subjects. At the same time, the editorial board was dominated by government 
physicians from Jiangnan (the area ‘south of the Yangzi river’ in eastern China) 
who used the Golden Mirror to promote the standards of kaozheng 考證 evi-
dential scholarship and to elevate the Han dynasty doctor Zhang Ji 張機 
(fl . 196–219) as the intellectual ancestor of scholarly medical practice. To 
facilitate study of the Golden Mirror’s principles, its compilers presented infor-
mation in an easy-to-digest format, structuring the bulk of the discussion 
around mnemonic verses and tu 圖, a term that encompassed charts, tables, 
diagrams and illustrations. As Francesca Bray and others have discussed, tu 
were distinguished from other kinds of images by their intended function: to 
convey technical information.7 Th e tu in the Golden Mirror included 484 
images or sets of images depicting the human body in part or in whole, con-
stituting what is probably the largest ensemble of illustrations in a single Chi-
nese medical text.8

6 Hanson 2003.
7 Bray in Bray et al. (eds) 2007.
8 Strictly speaking, there are 484 pages of human images. All full-body fi gures are presented 

one to a page, although there are a few cases in which a body part is shown more than once on a 
page, usually to illustrate possible variations in its appearance. Typical examples of this multiple 
display include drawings of the two hands or two eyes together, 20 images of children’s hands 
showing the diff erent lines and creases that can be used to diagnose illness (displayed four per 
page over fi ve pages in juan 50) and a one-page array of 24 anuses, each showing a diff erent form 
of hemorrhoid (juan 69). Since there are only a few instances of such multiple displays, and since 
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In general, these illustrations fall into two main categories. Th e fi rst depicts 
the structures of the body, most notably the zang fu 臟腑 (internal viscera), the 
jingmai 經脈 (circulation channels and vessels that ran through the viscera), 
the xue 穴 (points on these channels where needles or moxabustion could be 
applied), and the location of diff erent bones. A second category of illustrations 
depicts specifi c ailments, and the vast majority of these appear in the chapters 
on paediatrics and waike 外科 (‘external diseases’), namely diseases of the skin 
and fl esh. Th e aesthetic quality of the Golden Mirror’s illustrations attests to 
the care and skill that went into their composition and execution. Well-pro-
portioned and even graceful, the human fi gures are shown from a variety of 
angles, many of them captured in the midst of some implied activity or move-
ment. One man strokes the end of his long beard with his left hand, the curve 
of his whiskers echoed by the swinging fl ywhisk in his right hand.9 A lady with 
a fl owery chignon pauses from the book she is reading, her right hand raised 
as if about to turn a page or bring attention to some meaningful passage.10 A 
young boy in fl owing trousers decorated with ribbon-like waves walks towards 
an unseen friend to off er a basket of fl owers.11 Furthermore, it is clear that the 
compilers made deliberate decisions about what kind of images to include. 
Th is is exemplifi ed by the Golden Mirror’s illustrations of the body’s circula-
tion channels and viscera, which diff er notably from those in an earlier gov-
ernment compilation, the Imperial Encyclopedia (Qinding gujin tushu jicheng, 
欽定古今圖書集成 1726–8).12 Given that both works were produced by the 
Imperial Printing Offi  ce, it is noteworthy that the Golden Mirror did not reuse 
the earlier illustrations from the Imperial Encyclopedia.13 Instead, the Golden 
Mirror and Imperial Encyclopedia drew from two diff erent iconographic strains, 
representing two alternative ways of depicting the body that had co-existed 
since at least the early seventeenth century. Th e Imperial Encyclopaedia incor-
porated images that had previously also been anthologised in Wang Qi’s 王圻

Assembled Diagrams of the Th ree Powers (Sancai tuhui 三才圖會, 1609), an 
encyclopaedic collection of stock illustrations of numerous subjects pertaining 
to the triad of ‘heaven, earth, and man’: cosmological maps, birds and fl owers, 
scholarly accoutrements and activities, people from foreign lands and mythi-

the iconographic style is consistent within each page, I have considered it expedient to count 
each page of illustrations as one image for the purposes of this analysis.

 9 ‘Bi ding tu’ 鼻疔圖 (diagram of nasal carbuncle), Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 65:20a.
10 ‘Jiu nanchan xue tu’ 灸難產穴圖 (diagram of the point to cauterise for treating diffi  cult 

childbirth), Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 86:01a.
11 ‘Suo chun tu’ 鎖脣圖 (diagram of a pox eruption confi ning the lips), Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 

57:12a.
12 Chen Menglei et al. (comp.) 1986.
13 See Hanson 2003 for the role of the printing offi  ce in imperial medical compilations.
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cal kingdoms. Th e Golden Mirror, by contrast, favoured fi gures that had nota-
bly circulated in the work of Zhang Jiebin 張介賓 (1563–1640), native of 
Shaoxing and author of a famous set of commentaries on the Yellow Emperor’s 
Inner Classic (Huangdi neijing 黃帝內經). While some of the visual diff erences 
between these two strains might be dismissed as largely stylistic, others sug-
gested deep, doctrinal divergences. Th is is epitomised by their diff erent ren-
derings of the heart, long defi ned as the seat of consciousness and the ruler of 
the body. Th e Imperial Encyclopaedia shows the heart with fi ve tubes linked to 
it: one labelled feiguan 肺管 (‘lung tube’ or trachea) and four additional xi 系 
(‘connectors’), each of which led to another zang 臟 viscera: lung, liver, spleen, 
kidney (Figure 1).14 Th e Golden Mirror, by contrast, omits the separate con-
nector to the lung, explaining that it is the trachea which connects the lung 
and heart (Figure 2).15 Equally signifi cant structural diff erences appear in these 
two works’ renderings of the bladder, triple burner and pericardium. Addi-
tional research is needed to verify the earliest origins of these two styles of 
illustration and to understand the theoretical orientations that underlay these 
very diff erent views of visceral structure. For the purposes of this present dis-
cussion, however, it is suffi  cient to note that the Golden Mirror’s editors had an 
array of options to select from when creating medical images. Th eir choices 
thus bear further scrutiny.

Visual androcentrism

Out of 484 images in the Golden Mirror, a small minority (44 images) lack 
any obvious gender markings. Th ese include isolated images of internal viscera 
and other body parts as well as maps of circulation networks superimposed on 
an outline of the body that is otherwise devoid of explicitly gendered features 
(Figure 3). Th e remaining 440 images, however, are depicted with clothing 
and hairstyles that allow them to be read as male or female. Of these, only 12 
are female.16 Th e lopsided gender distribution is even more signifi cant because 
of the central importance of the topics that are illustrated by male fi gures 

14 Chen Menglei et al. (comp.) 1986, 118: 52515. Compare to Wang Qi 1970, shenti 身體 
(Section on the body) 1:24a.

15 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 82:1b. Compare to Zhang Jiebin 1965a, p. 115.
16 Th ere are some fi gures in the Siku quanshu edition of the Golden Mirror that have struck 

some of my colleagues as looking feminine, with their cupid bow lips, soft round faces and ample 
headcloths. However, the corresponding fi gures in the earlier edition that I use are clearly mas-
culine. Th e apparent femininity of the later fi gures is thus best attributed to changes in the visual 
representation of masculinity during the subsequent years of the Qianlong reign, changes rooted 
in greater tolerance for transgendered and androgynous males. As Lucien Miller notes in an 
analysis of the great, eighteenth-century novel Hong lou meng 紅樓夢, the implied bisexuality of 
the male protagonist Jia Baoyu was entirely consistent ‘with the Qianlong cultural context, an 
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(Table 1). In particular, male fi gures are used to depict the body’s basic struc-
tures: circulation channels, location of bones, and almost all acupoints. Simi-
larly, the fi gures used to illustrate how diff erent diseases manifest themselves 
on the body are almost all male. In contrast to this wide use of male bodies as 
the standard human body, female fi gures are used to illustrate medical prob-
lems that are defi ned as being unique to or more common in women. Th ese 
include four fi gures depicting breast ulcers and growths, one fi gure showing a 
woman suff ering from a postpartum abdominal abscess, and two that show 
the location of acupoints for treating complications of childbirth. Th e remain-

era in which male and female prostitution fl ourished and homosexual relationships with female 
impersonators became stylish’. Miller in Kinney (ed.) 1995, p. 238. 

Fig. 1. ‘Image of the form of the 
heart’, Imperial Encyclopaedia, repro-
duced from Chen Menglei et al. (comp.) 
1986, yishu dian 藝術典 (arts and tech-

niques section), juan 118:52515.

Fig. 2. ‘Th e heart organ of the lesser 
yin channel’, Golden Mirror, reproduced 
from Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 82:01a. 
Harvard-Yenching Library. Used with 

permission.
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ing fi ve female fi gures depict facial skin blemishes, sores and swellings: freckles 
and black moles, niukou feng 鈕扣風 (‘button wind’, an ulcer in the hollow of 
the throat) plus two variants of luoli 瘰癧 (scrofula). One might speculate that 
facial blemishes represented a greater threat to female vanity and marriage-
ability, but the Golden Mirror’s descriptions off er little clue to why these last 
fi ve conditions were gendered as female. External evidence, however, indicates 
that the Golden Mirror probably adapted these fi gures from earlier texts that 
for various reasons defi ned them as female diseases. As Furth has shown, the 
scope of Chinese fuke was quite broad before the sixteenth century. Although 
late Ming writers of fuke texts started to omit ailments not directly associated 
with childbearing, texts on external ailments continued to defi ne certain kinds 
of skin conditions, ulcers, sores, and growths as typical of women.17 For exam-
ple, Chen Shigong’s 陳實功 Correct Teachings on External Ailments (Waike 
zhengzong 外科正宗, 1617), categorises ‘button wind’ under the rubric ‘vari-
ous ailments of women’ and illustrates this illness with a female fi gure.18 Th e 
compilers of the Golden Mirror were certainly familiar with Chen Shigong’s 
illustrations of women, for their image of postpartum abscess is a minimally 
modifi ed version of Chen’s image of ruyan 乳岩 (‘breast mountain’, a form of 
what we would now call breast cancer).19 Shen Gongchen’s 申拱辰 Dispelling 
the Mysteries of External Ailments (Waike qixuan 外科啟玄, 1604) likewise uses 
the fi gure of a woman to illustrate ‘scrofula’ and the accompanying caption 
explains that ‘this is a disease that women frequently have’.20 Th ere were also 
distinctive female skin conditions. One female fi gure in Shen Gongchen’s 
book, for example, shows fen hua chuang 粉花瘡 (‘powder fl ower sores’) 
defi ned as ‘itchy pits and nodules erupting on a woman's face’, and qunbian 
chuang 裙邊瘡 (‘skirt border sores’) which erupt on a woman’s ankles as 
the result of pathogenic wind striking at the edges of her clothing.21 Viewed 
in historical context, therefore, it is reasonable to say that the Golden Mirror 
used male bodies as the standard human body, with female fi gures being 
used only for diseases that were defi ned by earlier or contemporary doctors 
as being typical of women. Below we will examine more closely how the 
visual androcentrism of the Golden Mirror reiterated larger patterns in 
Chinese visual culture.

17 In particular, Ming medical writers eliminated many non-gestation related illnesses that 
Song dynasty fuke had associated with pathogenic female blood. Furth 1999, chs 4 and 5.

18 Chen Shigong in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, pp. 397–8.
19 See Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 74:15a and Chen Shigong in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, pp. 397–8.
20 Shen Gongchen in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, p. 311. 
21 Shen Gongchen in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, p. 313.
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Fig. 3. ‘Vessels of the chest and abdomen’, Golden Mirror, reproduced from 
Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 61:06a. Harvard-Yenching Library. Used with permission.
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Medical images and Chinese visual culture

Historians of European medicine have documented many instances where 
medical images incorporated iconographic conventions from religious and 
secular art.22 So too, the Golden Mirror borrowed visual elements from non-
medical sources. A particularly striking example consists of seven fi gures—six 
men and one woman—copied from Jin Guliang’s 金古良 Peerless Paragons 
(Wu shuang pu 無雙譜, 1690), a famous illustrated collection of 40 historical 
biographies.23 Th e fi gures from Jin’s work circulated widely after their initial 
publication, and by the nineteenth century they had even become incorpo-
rated into new year’s prints and porcelain designs.24 Th ey were obviously 
known to the compilers of the Golden Mirror, who borrowed some to illustrate 

22 For examples, see Jordanova 1989, p. 45; Park 2006, ch. 6.
23 Jin Guliang 1961.
24 Claypool 2001, p. 214 and fi gs. 3.24 and 3.27.

Table 1. Distribution of human fi gures by subject matter and gender 

Golden Mirror topical 
subdivision

(  juan where illustrations 
appear)

Male Female No gender Total by 
topic

Treatise on Cold Damage 
Disorders (  juan 17)

 14  0  0  14

Five phases and six climatic 
confi gurations of qi 
(  juan 34-35)

 1  0  2  3

Children’s diseases and poxes 
(  juan 50, 57)

 45  0  7  52

External ailments 
(  juan 61, 63–74)

249 10  6 265

Eye diseases 
(  juan 77)

 0  0  2  2 

Acupuncture and moxabustion 
(  juan 79–86)

 96  2 27 125

Bone-setting 
(  juan 87–89)

 23  0  0  23

Total by gender 428 12 44 484
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certain circulation channels and acumoxa points. Th e Golden Mirror’s dia-
gram of the chengshan 承山 point (Figure 4), for example, is essentially a 
verbatim copy of the portrait of the Tang dynasty offi  cial Zhang Chengye 
張承業 from Peerless Paragons (Figure 5), save for the fact that Zhang’s feet 
have been slightly repositioned to better reveal the position of the said point 
above the ankles.25

Additional research is needed to understand why the Golden Mirror bor-
rowed images rather than creating new ones. However, we can speculate that 
this kind of visual poaching was stimulated by the need to fi nd images for 
medical topics that had not previously been illustrated or for which the exist-
ing repertoire of illustrations was inadequate. Th is dynamic is exemplifi ed by 

25 Th e full list of fi gures from Jin Guliang 1961 (and the location of their cognates in the Golden 
Mirror) are as follows: Yang Hu 楊祜 (Wu Qian (ed.), 1742, 79:22a), Li Mi 李泌 (79:42a), Ban 
Zhao 班昭 (86:1a), Fu Sheng 伏生 (86:19a), Zhang Chengye 張承業 (86:23b), Feng Dao 馮道 
(86:25b), and Sima Qian 司馬遷 (86:28b). Jin’s work does not have page numbers.

Fig. 4. ‘Th e chengshan point’, Gol den 
Mirror, reproduced from Wu Qian 
(ed.) 1742, 86:23b. Harvard-Yenching 

Library. Used with permission.

Fig. 5. Zhang Chengye, reproduced 
from Jin Guliang 1961, n.p.
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Th e Golden Mirror’s chapters on pox eruptions (douzhen 痘疹), a sub-set of 
paediatric diseases (erke 兒科). Th ese chapters are densely illustrated by 42 
fi gures of children marked with diff erent kinds of pustules and diff erent pat-
terns of smallpox eruption. Some precedent for these images can be found in 
Shen Gongchen’s Dispelling the Mysteries of External Ailments. For example, 
one chapter of Shen’s work includes a set of ten fi gures showing the ten types 
of red ulcers (dan 丹) in newborns caused by foetal poison (taidu 胎毒, foetal 
poison also being the cause of smallpox), while another chapter depicts three 
diff erent patterns of smallpox eruption which augur either smooth recovery or 
death.26 But Th e Golden Mirror pox pictures are unprecedented in their num-
ber, scope and systematic nature, and it is no coincidence that this genre 
should emerge during the Qing dynasty. Th is ruling house was founded by 
the Manchus who swept down from northeast Asia to conquer China in the 
seventeenth century.27 Among the challenges they now faced was smallpox, 
endemic among Han Chinese who enjoyed lifelong immunity if they survived 
the disease as children, but a disease that was deadly to Manchus who would 
contract it as adults. Th us, as Chang Chia-feng has shown, the Qing rulers 
were acutely concerned with preventing and controlling smallpox.28 During 
the Shunzi reign (1644–61), a specialised department of pox and rashes was 
even established within the imperial medical service. Although this depart-
ment was later folded into the department of children’s diseases, the Golden 
Mirror’s numerous illustrations of pox and rashes were a continued expression 
of this special concern.29 In the absence of a well-defi ned tradition of pox 
illustrations, furthermore, the Golden Mirror created its own iconography, one 
that borrowed heavily from the popular visual genre of baizi tu 百子圖 (‘pic-
tures of a hundred boys’), also referred to as yingxi tu 嬰戲圖 (‘pictures of 
playing boys’).30 Beginning in the sixteenth century, such depictions of little 

26 Shen Gongchen in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997. Th e foetal poison eruptions are found in juan 
8, pp. 320–2, while the smallpox eruptions are in juan 10, p. 335.

27 Although the Manchus proclaimed the beginning of their rule over China in 1644, it took 
another four decades for the Qing rulers to consolidate their control over the empire.

28 Chang Chia-feng 2002.
29 Hanson 2003.
30 I am indebted to Larissa Heinrich for pointing out this connection to me. Auspicious 

images of children have been a feature of Chinese material and visual culture since at least the 
Tang dynasty. See Laing 1996. Terese Tse Bartholomew has shown, however, that the meaning 
of such images changed substantially from the Song to the Qing. Bartholomew in Wicks (ed.) 
2002. She notes that while Song art is characterised by ‘naturalistic and sympathetic depictions 
of actual children at play . . . by the Qing period, images of children evolved into little more than 
stylised icons of good fortune’ (p. 83). Bartholomew further fi nds that such images became a 
fully-developed auspicious genre by the sixteenth century, and that the repertoire of motifs 
expanded dramatically after the seventeenth century. 
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boys at play had become standard visual devices for conveying auspicious pic-
torial messages, and they were commonplace in eighteenth-century material 
culture, appearing on all manner of household goods and decorative objects. 
As such, they provided an obvious visual resource for the compilers of the 
Golden Mirror, and the conventions of this genre permeate their pox pictures: 
the children hold lucky objects, play with toys, and two even appear to be 
teasing their pets (Figure 6).

Besides borrowing from visual culture at large, the Golden Mirror also per-
petuated a dominant visual convention: using men as a generic standard. 
Craig Clunas has documented this tendency in Ming dynasty visual culture, 
observing that although the Chinese word ren 人 (‘human, humankind’) has 
no explicit gender marking, pictorial depictions of the triad of tian di ren 
天地人 (‘heaven, earth, and human’) assumed that men were ‘the default posi-
tion of humanity, and in fact the equation ren = male was largely normative in 
Ming pictorial usage’.31 Even a collection like the Peerless Paragons, which con-
tained an unusually high number of women for a collection of this type, was 
predominantly male: the 40 historical paragons include only eight women.32 
Clunas remarks in passing that the dominance of male fi gures in physiognomy 
texts may refl ect a concern to protect women from the gaze of unrelated males, 
and it was also suggested to me that the dearth of women in Th e Golden Mirror 
might be an outgrowth of female seclusion. But this explanation becomes 
unsatisfactory when we remember that norms of female modesty never actu-
ally precluded the production and consumption of female images. Th is should 
come as no surprise, for as scholars of Chinese women’s and gender history 
have shown, the precepts of the female ‘inner sphere’ could be negotiable and 
contingent. Th us women were supposed to stay at home, yet they could and 
did travel for reasons ranging from religious pilgrimages to escorting a dead 
spouse’s body home for burial.33 Similarly, management of the inner sphere 
could include running a family business or overseeing household properties, 
all of which could take women out of the physical boundaries of the home. 
Th is fl uidity of gender norms also characterised visual culture. It is true that 
commissioning a ritual portrait of a deceased female relative could be consid-
ered problematic: strictly speaking, a woman who avoided the gaze of unre-
lated men in life should also be shielded from their view after death.34 And yet, 

31 Clunas 1997, p. 88.
32 See discussion of this issue in Claypool 2001, p. 150.
33 Mann in Goodman and Larson (eds) 2005.
34 Clunas 1997, pp. 90–1. Th e strict visual etiquette that governed images of female relatives, 

and the tensions inherent in such portrayals, is also discussed in Stuart in Wu and Tsiang (eds) 
2005, p. 209, and pp. 218–19.
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Fig. 6. ‘Pox pustules’ from the Golden Mirror, reproduced from Wu Qian 
(ed.) 1742, 57:67a. Harvard-Yenching Library. Used with permission.
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Ming-Qing print culture provided many socially-sanctioned opportunities to 
look at images of women in general. Ironically, after the late sixteenth century, 
the public display of women in print was greatly facilitated by the prolifera-
tion of collected, illustrated biographies of virtuous wives, widows, mothers 
and daughters. Such works were based on the famous didactic text Female 
Exemplars (Lienü zhuan 列女傳) by Liu Xiang 劉向 (79–8 BC), and their late 
imperial redactors portrayed them as stories of virtue designed to improve 
female morality. As Katherine Carlitz demonstrates, however, the exquisitely 
illustrated editions that circulated during the late Ming in fact provided a new 
arena for the voyeuristic consumption of female images, a trend reinforced 
by an increasing resemblance between portraits of these virtuous women and 
the sensually-charged illustrations of female characters from works of popular 
fi ction and drama. Most notably, the paragons of female virtue now off ered 
up for public appraisal might even include women from a publisher’s own 
lineage.35

In sum, to the extent that gender segregation played a role in visual andro-
centrism, it was not because female modesty prohibited the depiction of 
women. More important is the fact that gender norms endowed images of 
men and women with diff erent types of cultural utility. For example, boys 
were depicted much more frequently than girls in Chinese visual culture.36 
Because of the supreme cultural value placed on the birth of sons, who were 
essential for the continuation of the patrilineal family, images of boys were 
the most suitable iconographic medium for conveying auspicious wishes. 
During the Qing, furthermore, the auspicious messages that were visually 
encoded in images of playing boys included the specifi cally masculine aspira-
tions of examination success and high offi  cial rank.37 In certain visual con-
texts, therefore, the use of male fi gures was positively required. As I shall show 
below, however, the range of situations that called for female fi gures was much 
narrower.

35 Carlitz makes this point with respect to the Huitu lienü zhuan 繪圖列女傳 (Illustrated 
biographies of exemplary women) compiled in the early seventeenth century by a Mr Wang. 
Sixty per cent of the women in the collection ‘are women born or married into the Wang lin-
eage’. Carlitz 1991, p. 133.

36 Wicks (ed.) 2002.
37 Bartholomew in Wicks (ed.) 2002, pp. 72–3. She observes that images of boys engaging in 

the four scholarly pursuits (literature, painting, music, chess) emerged as a theme in the 
seventeenth century and that wishes for examination success became a notable theme in the 
Qing.
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Th e gendered meanings of nakedness

In medical illustration, as in other arenas of visual culture, we fi nd factors that 
encouraged the generic use of male fi gures while relegating women to gender-
specifi c contexts. Chief among these was the need to expose diff erent parts of 
the body in order to show the site of a circulation channel, an acupoint, or the 
location of a pathogenic eruption on the torso, arms, legs, buttocks or feet 
(Figure 7). Again, however, we must avoid assuming that gender norms would 
have precluded the use of exposed female fi gures, for six of the 12 female fi g-
ures in the Golden Mirror have actually bared some part of their body: four 
women have let their robes fall down from the shoulder to expose one or both 
breasts (Figure 8), one parts the lapels of her upper garment to expose her 
navel and lower abdomen, and one extends a bare foot out from underneath 
the hem of her skirt. Furthermore, there is a long history of such images, with 
an early example of the bare-breasted woman appearing in Chen Ziming’s 
陳自明 foundational work, Comprehensive Compendium of Good Prescriptions 
for Women (Furen daquan liangfang 婦人大全良方, 1237).38 In Chen’s work, 
she has pulled open her upper garment to show the site of the qimen point 
期門穴 that should be needled to treat ‘pathogenic heat entering the blood 
chamber’ (re ru xueshi 熱入血室). Illustrated works on external diseases also 
conventionally included female fi gures pulling aside their garments to show 
various growths on their breasts. Shen Gongchen’s Dispelling the Mysteries even 
uses a completely topless woman to illustrate ‘syphyllitic ulcers resembling 
ringworm’.39 In sum, there was a long-standing medical convention of depict-
ing semi-exposed female fi gures. To explain the gender imbalance, therefore, 
it will be helpful to consider that in Chinese visual culture generally, the 
exposed male body evoked a wide range of positive meanings, most notably 
the pursuit of good health and longevity. By contrast, exposed female bodies 
evoked a much narrower and more ambivalent set of meanings that made 
them comparatively unsuited for heuristic applications.

Representations of naked or semi-naked women historically appear in three 
main contexts. One is of course Chinese erotic art, notably the Ming colour 
prints made famous by R. H. van Gulik in 1951 (some of which are now 
believed to be van Gulik’s own creations) and the eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century paintings collected by Ferdinand M. Bertholet.40 While images of the 

38 Chen Ziming 1992, p. 180.
39 Shen Gongchen in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, p. 318.
40 James Cahill has recently argued that Van Gulik may be the author of some of the exemplars 

of ‘Ming’ erotic art that he claimed to have discovered. See Cahill 2003 and Cahill in Van Gulik 
2004. For the Bertholet Collection, see Dreams of Spring 1997 and Le Palais du Printemps 2006.
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naked female body could enhance marital pleasure, they were also potentially 
subversive. Th is is exemplifi ed by an eighteenth-century woodblock print of 
Wang Hui’s 王翽 (1632–1717) painting of Yang Guifei 楊貴妃 (Precious 
Concubine Yang) emerging from her bath, published in New Verses on the 
Hundred Beauties, with Biographies and Illustrations (Baimei xinyong tuzhuan 
百美新詠圖傳, 1787).41 Yang is wrapped in a full-length cloak that ostensibly 
veils her nakedness, yet her breasts and nipples are visible under the fabric. 
Th is coy visual masking and signalling serve only to emphasise the charms of 
the young lady later blamed for the near-downfall of the Tang dynasty. A sec-
ond context in which we fi nd bared female bodies is in depictions of mythical 

41 Yuan Mei, Yan Xiyuan and Wang Hui 1998, fascicle 1, plate 6.

Fig. 7. ‘Points on the yang springing 
vessel’, Golden Mirror, reproduced 
from Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 84:22b. 
Harvard-Yenching Library. Used with 

permission.

Fig. 8. ‘Shallow abscess of the breast’, 
Golden Mirror, reproduced from Wu 
Qian (ed.) 1742, 66:45b. Harvard-
Yenching Library. Used with permis-

sion.
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or non-human worlds, where the presence of nude women underscores the 
strangeness of the milieu. A stock image of the fantastical all-female ‘Kingdom 
of Women’ (nüren guo 女人國), for example, features naked women, and 
images of the Courts of Hell could also include disrobed female sinners being 
subject to various forms of torture.42 A third context for the exposure of the 
female body was in idealised scenes of domesticity and household activity, 
which could show women suckling their children while performing other 
tasks. Some Song and Yuan dynasty paintings of ‘knick-knack peddlers’, for 
example, show a breastfeeding woman looking on as the peddler is surrounded 
by chubby and playful children wanting to buy toys.43 In such contexts, the 
nursing mother forms part of a tableau that connotes fecundity, prosperity 
and happiness. It was such images of breastfeeding women that provided the 
model for the female breast images in the Golden Mirror (Figure 9). Although 
these images are not widespread, their regular appearance in government-
sponsored sources attests to their symbolic importance. Song, Yuan and Qing 
editions of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving (gengzhi tu 耕織圖), for example, 
all include images of breastfeeding women. Rosalyn Hammers shows that 
these idealised depictions of male and female agrarian production served as a 
form of visual propaganda depicting the harmony and prosperity that would 
arise from proper government policy towards rural workers.44 During the 
Qing, both the Kangxi and Qianlong emperors sponsored new editions of 
these images, demonstrating their continued utility as visual narratives of gov-
ernment benevolence.45 In these various editions, breastfeeding women appear 
as central fi gures in scenes of ‘winnowing’ (boyang 簸楊) and ‘the fi rst slumber 

42 For the Kingdom of Women, see Wang Qi 1970, Renwu 人物 (Section on human fi gures), 
12:24a. Th irteenth-century paintings of the Courts of Hell with naked female sinners are repro-
duced in Ledderose 2000, fi gs. 7.7, 7.8, 7.13, 7.14.

43 For exemplars of the ‘knick knack peddler’ genre painted by Li Song 李嵩 (fl . 1166–1243), 
and Ren Kangmin 任康民 (Yuan), see Laing 1975, fi gs. 3 and 10. Th is visual trope was suffi  -
ciently well-known that Li Song was able to subvert it in his famous ‘Skeleton Puppeteer’, where 
the knick knack peddler is now represented by a skeleton who uses a marionette of a skeleton to 
attract a young boy. To the left and slightly behind the ‘peddler’ is a breastfeeding woman. A 
painting that similarly uses the fi gure of a breastfeeding woman to comic eff ect is a late thir-
teenth-century scroll showing the Song dynasty offi  cial Yang Pu leaving the countryside to take 
up a bureaucratic post. Leading the household procession is Yang Pu’s wife, nursing a naked boy 
baby from the back of a hulking water buff alo. Both works are reproduced and discussed in 
Wicks (ed.) 2002.

44 Hammers 2002.
45 For a discussion of the history of these editions, the imperial prefaces, and reproduction of 

the plates, see Franke 1913 and Pelliot 1913. I am indebted to Ellen Johnston Laing for provid-
ing me with these citations and to Rosalyn Hammers for providing me with additional images 
from the Yuan.
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of the silkworms’ ( yi mian 一眠) (Figure 10). Such images thus visually yoked 
the exposed, nursing female body to ideals of agricultural productivity and 
fertility.

In sum, domesticity was the only context in which visual depictions of 
exposed female bodies could serve a normative function. Th is also made it 
appropriate to show images of the female body in connection with women’s 
diseases, a dynamic exemplifi ed by the Golden Mirror’s images of breasts. After 
all, diseases of the female breast were historically attributed to pathogenic 
imbalances arising during childbearing and breastfeeding. In this context, 
images of the exposed female body provided useful heuristic devices to help 
the doctor remember the forms and courses of diff erent ailments, promoting 

Fig. 9. ‘Deep abscess of the breast’, 
Golden Mirror, reproduced from Wu 
Qian (ed.) 1742, 66:45b. Harvard-
Yenching Library. Used with permis-

sion.

Fig. 10. Detail of ‘Winnowing’, from 
a Song dynasty edition of Pictures of 
Tilling and Weaving, reproduced from 

Franke 1913, Plate XLVIII. 
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proper medical care for breast diseases as part of a larger eff ort to preserve a 
woman’s reproductive health. Th is close relationship between domesticity and 
exposed female bodies also sheds light on a historically anomalous image in 
the Golden Mirror, entitled ‘acupoint to cauterise for diffi  cult childbirth’ (jiu 
nanchan xue tu 灸難產穴圖) (Figure 11). In this image, derived from the fi g-
ure of Ban Zhao 班昭 in Peerless Paragons (Figure 12), a well-dressed, beauti-
fully-coiff ed woman sits cross-legged on a stool. Her right foot rests on the 
fl oor, unbound and bare, each slender toe clearly delineated, so as to demon-
strate the position of the zhiyin 至陰 (extreme yin) point on her little toe. Th e 
accompanying text explains exactly how to identify this point and apply moxa 
to resolve cases of diffi  cult childbirth in which drugs and charms have proven 
ineff ective. Th e appearance of this unbound female foot likely refl ects the fact 
that Qing imperial doctors were responsible for treating the Manchu ruling 
family.46 Since Manchu women did not bind their feet, it was possible to per-
form interventions on their toes, something that was not necessarily true for 
Han Chinese women.47 However, the image of a naked female foot must have 
seemed jarring to Han Chinese readers who would have expected upper-class 
women to bind their feet and then never again uncover them. Indeed, even in 
erotic art where the woman’s body is otherwise completely naked, her feet are 
always covered, and this is also generally true in medical images of women.48 
But in the illustration from the Golden Mirror, exposure of this most private 
female body part was also required by its importance for resolving diffi  cult 
childbirth.

Male nakedness, enlightenment, and health

Female nakedness was imbued with confl icting messages: erotic desire, domes-
ticity, but also social disruption. In contrast to this relatively narrow, ambiva-
lent range of meanings evoked by the female fi gure, exposed male bodies 
evoked a wider spectrum of positive associations. At the most visually literal 
level, male nakedness appeared in depictions of the lower classes and of 
labourers—paintings of beggars, labourers, farmers, fi shermen—people who 
worked in the mud or under the sun with their clothing hitched up or removed, 

46 Unlike Ming court doctors who also treated central government offi  cials, Qing imperial 
physicians treated only the members of the ruling imperial family. Chang Che-chia 1998.

47 One extant work on acupuncture, attributed to a pseudonymous Ming author named 
‘Qiongyao the Perfected One’ and reprinted in the nineteenth century, discusses the challenges 
of performing acumoxa on women with bound feet. It suggests that a point on the woman’s 
shoulder be substituted for a point on the foot. Qiongyao zhenren 1848, 3:33b.

48 A medical illustration that depicts women’s bound feet appears in Chen Shigong in Hu 
Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, p. 397. 
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exposing arms, legs, feet and torso.49 But when transposed to paintings of elite 
men, dishevelled clothing and bared bodies could fi guratively convey intel-
lectual or creative iconoclasm and the upholding of personal integrity in defi -
ance of social norms.50 Such visual elements were also associated with the 
cultural stereotype of the scholar-recluse who withdrew from offi  cial life, 
whether as a result of political persecution, disgust at offi  cial corruption, or 

49 Th e famous example of semi-nude beggars is of course Zhou Chen 周臣, Beggars and Street 
Characters, 1516. See the reproductions in Cahill 1978, colour-plate 12 and fi gs. 88 and 89. For 
farmers, see the images in the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving.

50 See, for example, Liu Guandao 劉貫道 (Yuan), ‘Whiling away the summer’, reproduced in 
Cahill 1976, pls. 68 and 69. A scholar-recluse garbed as a bare-chested fi sherman features in Qiu 
Ying 仇英, ‘Fishing Boat by a Willow Bank’, reproduced in Cahill 1978, fi gs. 105 and 107.

Fig. 11. ‘Point to cauterize for treat-
ing diffi  cult childbirth’, Golden Mir-
ror, reproduced from Wu Qian (ed.) 
1742, 86:01a. Harvard-Yenching 

Library. Used with permission.

Fig. 12. Ban Zhao, reproduced from 
Jin Guliang 1961, n.p.
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refusal to serve a foreign dynasty. Retiring to a state of rural tranquility and 
plain living in communion with nature, he would devote his days to spiritual 
and religious cultivation. Th is ideal appears, for example, in Du Jin’s 杜堇 

painting of ‘Fu Sheng Transmitting the Classics’ (Ming dynasty) which shows 
a well-known scene in the life of the man responsible for preserving Confucian 
teachings after the fi rst Qin emperor’s burning of books. Reciting the classics 
from memory to a visiting emissary, Fu Sheng 伏生 sits in his garden with 
his robe unloosed and falling from his shoulders, exposing his bony and 
gnarled chest.51

In philosophical and visual terms, these images of reclusive or iconoclastic 
scholars also evoked well-known portraits of male saints and religious exem-
plars, whose exposed bodies likewise exemplifi ed unconventional yet enlight-
ened behaviour. Th e Daoist immortal Zhongli Quan 鍾離權, for example, was 
conventionally depicted with a rotund, bare belly. Semi-naked Buddhist sages 
similarly constituted a stock visual convention, and the celebrated painters 
Shitao 石濤 (1642–1707) and Luo Pin 羅聘 (1733–99) were among the art-
ists who used the exposed male torso as a visual device to construct a Buddhist 
persona for the lay subjects of their paintings.52 Th e Golden Mirror also quoted 
extensively from such religious imagery, including fi gures that circulated 
widely in printed collections such as the Complete Biographies of the Assembled 
Immortals (Liexian quanzhuan 列仙全傳, 1600), conventionally attributed 
to Wang Shizhen 王世貞 and Hong Yingming’s 洪應明 Wondrous Traces of 
Immortals and Buddhas (Xian fo qi zong 仙佛奇蹤, 1602).53 A good example is 
the Golden Mirror’s illustration of ‘Th e acupoints of the heart channel’ which 
depicts a balding, bare-chested man with curly hair and beard (Figure 13). 
Th is resembled conventional images of foreign Buddhist monks, and is clearly 
related to the portrait of the thirteenth Buddhist patriarch Kapimala (Jia-pi-
mo-lo 迦毗摩羅) from Hong Yingming’s Wondrous Traces (Figure 14).54 Th is 
infusion of religious imagery into medical illustrations is unsurprising given 
the long history of Buddhist and Daoist infl uence on Chinese medicine; 
indeed this particular image of the heart channel had been circulating since 
at least the early seventeenth century.55 When the Golden Mirror borrowed 

51 See the reproduction in Cahill 1978, colour-plates 10 and 12. Another example of the 
bare-chested Fu Sheng is a painting attributed to Wang Wei 王維 (Tang dynasty). See Siren 
1956, vol. 3, pl. 90. 

52 Vinograd 1992, p. 62, pp. 92–101.
53 For a description of how Liexian quanzhuan was falsely attributed to Wang Shizhen (1526–

90) after his death, see Carlitz 1991, p. 137.
54 Hong Yingming 1983, 5:10a.
55 For an overview of the infl uence of Buddhism and Daoism on Chinese medicine, see 

Unschuld 1986.
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Fig. 13. ‘Points on the heart channel’, 
Golden Mirror, reproduced from Wu 
Qian (ed.) 1742, 82:04b. Harvard-
Yenching Library. Used with permis-

sion.

Fig. 14. Kapimala (Jia-pi-mo-luo), 
Wondrous Traces of Immortals and Bud-
dhas, reproduced from Hong Yingming 

1983, 5:10a.

images that originated in Buddhist and Daoist illustrations, it also adopted 
their inherent androcentrism. Here we should note that, although women 
were also celebrated for their religious devotion (most notably in special col-
lections devoted to nuns and female transcendents), the most widely-circulat-
ing collections of holy fi gures were dominated by men, further reinforcing the 
associations between masculinity and enlightenment. For example, out of 107 
fi gures in Wondrous Traces, only three were women, while the 197 Daoist 
immortals in Complete Biographies of the Assembled Immortals include only 20 
women. Th us, despite the celebration of the ‘female principle’ in Daoism, the 
historical recognition of female Daoist practitioners, and the prominence of 
female deities in the Daoist pantheon, the generic face of the Daoist was still 
gendered as male.56

56 Th e status of female fi gures in Daoism and the history of Daoist practices aimed at women 
is notably explored in Despeux 1990, Despeux and Kohn 2003, and Cahill S. 2005.
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Besides evoking spiritual enlightenment, the exposed bodies of male Bud-
dhist and Daoist adepts also visually symbolised the pursuit of immortality 
and mastery of the healing arts. Buddhism and Daoism promised an escape 
from physical suff ering through spiritual enlightenment, and they also inspired 
a wide range of health preservation techniques and longevity practices, sub-
sumed under the umbrella categories of nourishing life (yangsheng 養生), inner 
alchemy (neidan 內丹), manipulation of qi (qigong 氣功), and martial arts. 
Visual depictions of such techniques conventionally depicted bare-torsoed or 
partially disrobed male practitioners, images that are clearly echoed in the 
Golden Mirror’s images of semi-naked men clad only in fl owing skirts or short 
trousers.57 Since these body practices had historically overlapped with and 
infl uenced the content of classical medicine, it is unsurprising that images 
from these traditions would likewise percolate into medical works. Further-
more, the visual affi  nities between exposed male bodies and self-cultivation 
practices would have positively encouraged the use of these kinds of male fi g-
ures as normative medical bodies.

Auspicious imagery and the enlightened male doctor

So far, I have argued that the Golden Mirror’s visual androcentrism replicated 
that of Chinese culture at large and that the positive qualities associated with 
the exposed male body further reinforced this tendency. A third factor that 
made male fi gures more useful than female ones was that they were a ready 
vehicle for affi  rming the male physician’s ability and the superiority of male 
medical knowledge. Th e Golden Mirror’s images were not simply male. Th ey 
were male fi gures who were regularly portrayed with auspicious symbols, par-
ticularly those associated with Daoist immortals. Th e overall eff ect, I contend, 
was to implicitly liken the doctor to a Daoist sage, thus testifying to his supe-
rior mastery of the cosmic dynamics that underlay the course of disease and 
cure. In the context of vernacular medical practice, this appealed to beliefs in 
miraculous cures and remedies transmitted by transcendent beings. But it also 
embodied the ideals of elite scholarly doctors, who taught that one could nei-
ther diagnose nor cure without a thorough mastery of yin and yang.

57 A standard depiction of shirtless martial artists appears in Wang Qi 1970, renshi 人事 (sec-
tion on human activities), 7:9a–10b.
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Auspicious elements

Of the Golden Mirror’s 484 illustrations, just under 30 per cent (141 images) 
include props, background objects, and decorative motifs that conventionally 
carried auspicious symbolic meanings in eighteenth-century visual culture. 
I will show further below that these elements constituted a distinctive feature 
of the Golden Mirror’s iconographic style. First, however, it will be helpful to 
review what these auspicious elements were. In some cases, the auspicious 
symbolism comes from visual puns. For example, an illustration identifying 
the bones of the arm shows a man with a bat (  fu 蝠), a conventional visual 
homonym for ‘good fortune’ (  fu 福).58 Such puns are a salient feature in the 
pox illustrations, which as we have seen were derived from the ‘hundred boys’ 
genre of auspicious imagery. Th us we fi nd a pox-covered boy playing with a 
stone chime (qing 磬), the name of which was a homonym for ‘celebrate’ (qing 
慶).59 A boy with a toy shaped like a fi sh ( yu 魚) evoked ‘abundance’ (yu 餘), 
while a boy with a vase (  ping 瓶) suggested ‘harmony’ or ‘peace’ (  ping 平).60 
Besides visual puns, several children also carry or are shown with plants and 
fl owers—pines, peonies, lotuses, and the like—that symbolised hoped-for 
attributes like long life, wealth and the birth of sons. Th ese kinds of visual 
rebuses were a major motif in Qing decorative art, fl ourishing particularly 
during the reign of the emperor Qianlong, and ceramics, textiles, prints and 
paintings were but a few of the media that contained visually encoded wishes 
for prosperity, offi  cial success, a healthy old age, and the birth of many tal-
ented descendants.61

Besides objects whose names lent themselves to lucky puns, Qing visual 
culture included a repertoire of other objects whose auspicious meanings arose 
from their associations with Daoism, and in particular the Daoist pursuit 
of immortality. Th ese were objects that conventionally appeared in images of 
Daoist immortals or adepts, and they were also integrated into portraits of 
living people and historical worthies to evoke the ideals and practices of Dao-
ism. A famous example of this latter dynamic is a portrait of the emperor 
Yongzheng (r. 1723–35) garbed as a Daoist magus, identifi ed as such by a 
fl y-whisk in one hand and a pearl (or elixir of immortality) in the other.62 

58 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 89:17a. Th ere are numerous studies of these kinds of puns occurring 
in a wide range of material media. See, for example, Cort and Stuart 1993, Lust 1996, Cam-
mann 2001, Tsang 2002.

59 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 57:52a.
60 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 57:37a and 57:56a.
61 In addition to the works cited earlier, see Bartholomew in Wicks (ed.) 2002.
62 Th is Daoist incarnation of Yongzheng appeared in a series of ‘masquerade portraits’ that 
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Yongzheng’s son and successor, the Qianlong emperor (r. 1736–95), also had 
himself painted as a Daoist priest.63 In that image, Qianlong holds a lingzhi 
(靈芝 fungus of immortality) in his right hand, while his left rests on the back 
of a white deer, both of these life-forms being attributes of the immortals. His 
boy servant carries a hoe and a basket of plants which signal that they have 
been herb-gathering, another stereotypical activity of Daoist worthies.64 Wu 
Hung reads these portraits of Yongzheng and Qianlong as statements of polit-
ical legitimacy, affi  rming inter alia their ownership and embodiment of indig-
enous Chinese culture and thus their right to rule the empire.65 More generally, 
however, Daoist-tinged portraits of artists, scholars or offi  cials conventionally 
connoted the moral virtues associated with self-cultivation, closeness to nature, 
or disinterest in worldly aff airs. Indeed, this visual topos was so commonly 
known that portrait painters could play with it for artistic or ironic eff ect.66

Daoist fi gures in the Golden Mirror

Like the Qing emperors, many of the Golden Mirror’s fi gures also masquerade 
as Daoist sages. For example, one fi gure holds a yugu 魚鼓, a percussion instru-
ment made of bamboo and snakeskin.67 In the iconography of the Daoist 
Eight Immortals, the yugu was the attribute of Zhang Guolao 張果老 and 
images of the yugu and other immortals’ attributes were recognised motifs 
in Qing decorative art.68 Another fi gure wears a loincloth made of leaves, a 

also showed him in 14 guises ranging from Bodhisattva to European gentleman (complete with 
wig). Th e entire set of masquerade portraits appears in Wu Hung 1995.

63 For a reproduction of this image, see Chou and Brown 1985, p. 290.
64 An earlier, famous example of this visual convention appears in a self-portrait by Chen 

Hongshou 陳洪綬 (1598–1652), where the role of boy servant is taken by his nephew. Vinograd 
1992, pl. 8. 

65 Wu Hung 1995.
66 Richard Vinograd makes this point in his analysis of Chen Hongshou’s self-portrait, A Tall 

Pine and Taoist Immortal (Th e Artist and His Nephew in a Landscape), 1635. Here Chen subverts 
the conventional imagery by turning his back on the natural scene which surrounds him. Instead 
of celebrating ‘the Taoist ideals of simplicity and modest ambition’ referred to in the painting’s 
inscription, Chen uses his Daoist self-portrait as a stage upon which to express a sense of alien-
ation and unease. Vinograd 1992, pp. 32–3. 

67 ‘Niucheng jian tu’ 牛程蹇圖 (diagram of cow pattern lameness), Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 
71:46a.

68 Th e iconography of the eight immortals appears to have been fl uid at the beginning of the 
Qing. Th e Liexian quanzhuan attributed to Wang Shizhen depicts the yugu in the hands of Han 
Xiangzi 韓湘子, while two years later, Hong Yingming’s Xianfo qizong showed it in the arms of 
both Han Xiangzi and Zhang Guolao. Wang Shizhen (attrib.) 1961, 6:14b and Hong Yingming 
1983, 1:18a and 2:16a. Ultimately the standard emblems were fi xed as follows: Lü Dongbin 呂
洞賓, a sword; He Xian’gu 何仙姑, a lotus; Lan Caihe 藍采和, a fl ower basket; Zhang Guolao, 
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typical garment for Daoist immortals and adepts.69 Yet another fi gure sports a 
crown exactly like those often worn by Daoist divinities.70 Other fi gures in the 
Golden Mirror imitate well-known portraits of Daoist immortals by holding 
or wearing bottle gourds (hulu 胡蘆), a traditional receptacle for medicines 
that here also suggested the possession of divine remedies or elixirs of immor-
tality.71 Among the most salient Daoist elements, however, is the lingzhi, the 
fungus of immortality, which appears in the hands of several fi gures (Figure 7). 
Th is motif also appears in the lingzhi-shaped swirls of vapour that encircle or 
appear at the base of isolated body parts, particularly in diagrams of circula-
tion channels (Figure 3). In Chinese visual culture, such clouds were conven-
tional elements used to denote the lands or dwellings of the Daoist immortals; 
similarly, the immortals could ride on or be surrounded by such clouds.72 
When added to medical images, lingzhi-shaped clouds thus evoked the con-
tinued presence of an irresistible, ever-present life-force, a force inherent in the 
unseen body to which the depicted part is implicitly connected. Th e lingzhi is 
also suggested in fi gures that hold a ruyi 如意 sceptre. Th e name of this object 
literally means ‘as you wish’, and in late imperial times ornate and luxurious 
ruyi could constitute cherished gifts, art objects, and part of an upper-class 
gentleman’s accoutrements. By this time too, the heads of ruyi sceptres were 
commonly shaped like lingzhi. Besides these general auspicious connotations, 
however, in visual culture the ruyi had been an attribute of Buddhist and Dao-
ist deities since about the tenth century.73 In particular, the ruyi appeared in 
visual representations of the Daoist Celestial Worthies, the triumvirate of 
supreme deities who rule over the realms of Jade Purity, Highest Purity and 
Great Purity. Conventionally, such portraits showed each of the Worthies 

a yugu; Li Tieguai 李鐵拐, a gourd; Han Xiangzi; a fl ute; Cao Guojiu 曹國舅, castanets; Zhongli 
Quan, a fan. See Williams 1960. A particularly impressive example of their use in Qing decora-
tive art is a nineteenth-century imperial dragon robe in the collection of the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London. See Wilson 1996, p. 18.

69 ‘Renmai xue tu’ 任脈穴圖 (points on the controller vessel), Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 84:04a.
70 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 88:11a. Th ere are several other fi gures with similar crowns, but this is 

the only one where the crown includes the distinctive fi nial that rises up from the centre and 
curves forward. Many examples of this kind of crown in Daoist art can be found in Little and 
Eichman 2000, including the magnifi cent cover illustration.

71 See, for example, Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 81:02 and 89:17a. Among other things, the gourd 
was one of the symbols of Li Tieguai, ‘who holds it in his hand while spirals of smoke ascend 
from it, denoting his power of setting his spirit free from his body’. Williams 1960, p. 215.

72 Laing 1998. Th is motif also recurs throughout the woodblock images in Wang Shizhen 
(attrib.) 1961 and Hong Yingming 1983.

73 In Buddhist art of the late fi fth to ninth centuries, pictorial depictions of Manjusri’s famous 
debate with Vimalakirti always showed the former holding a wand while the latter wielded a fan. 
Beginning in tenth-century art, Manjusri’s wand was visually transformed into the ruyi, and it 
‘became an attribute of other divinities as well’. Davidson 1950.
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holding a diff erent attribute, one of which was always a ruyi (although which 
one is holding it seems to vary according to historical period).74 Portraits of 
Daoist immortals could show them holding ruyi, and the crowns of Daoist 
deities were topped with a fi nial shaped like a lingzhi-headed ruyi.75

In addition to images playing on the similarities between ruyi and lingzhi, 
the Golden Mirror also includes images playing on the iconographic contin-
uum of fan and fl ywhisk. Like the ruyi, the fan could be an art object, luxury 
gift, and elegant accessory of the upper classes. Th e word for ‘fan’ (shanzi 扇子) 
was a close homonym for ‘scattering sons’ (san zi 散子), and thus the fan sym-
bolised marital fecundity. The fan was also a common gift object upon which 
people commonly drew auspicious images and rebuses, thus serving as a stan-
dard vehicle for conveying good wishes from one person to another.76 At the 
same time, the fan was also a stock accessory for Daoist deities. One of the 
three Celestial Worthies, for example, was conventionally depicted holding a 
tasselled or fringed fan (more on this variant below), and the fan also became 
the standard visual emblem of the Daoist immortal Zhongli Quan, who used 
it to restore life to the dead.77 Th e fans that appear in the Golden Mirror also 
include ones made of feathers that echoed fans appearing in popular images of 
Daoist sages. Th ese included the one carried by Wei Boyang 魏伯陽, the leg-
endary third-century compounder of elixirs of immortality, and author of a 
canonical text on inner alchemy.78 Th e white- feathered fan was also the sym-
bol of Zhuge Liang 諸葛亮, wily strategist and master of the Way whose deeds 
were celebrated in the Romance of the Th ree Kingdoms (Sanguo yanyi 三國演義), 
the famous fi fteenth-century historical novel recounting the power struggles 
that followed the fall of the Han dynasty.79 Paintings of Daoist deities also 

74 For variations in iconography, see Little and Eichman 2000, catalogue numbers 66 and 73. 
Catalogue number 66 has the ruyi in the hands of the Celestial Worthy of Numinous Treasure 
(lingbao tianzun 靈寶天尊), while catalogue number 73 has it in the hands of the Celestial Wor-
thy of Primordial Being (yuanshi tianzun 元始天尊). 

75 See also the portrait of Song Lun 宋倫 in Wang Shizhen (attrib.) 1961, 2:8a. A typical 
example from painting is Wu Wei 吳偉 (1459–1508), Th e Perfected Man of the Northern Sea. As 
described by Richard M. Barnhart, ‘Th e immortal, in windswept robes and trailing ribbons, 
holding a staff  in the shape of the lingzhi fungus of immortality, sits serenely on the back of 
a giant tortoise, which sails the surface of the sea’. Barnhart in Fong and Watt (eds) 1996, 
p. 365.

76 A comprehensive survey of the many social uses of fans and their symbolism is Tsang 2002.
77 For Zhongli Quan, see Williams 1960, pp. 150–1, 174. For a depiction of the three Celes-

tial Worthies and fans, see Little and Eichman 2000, catalogue number 67.
78 Wang Shizhen (attrib.) 1961, 3:2b (text) and 3:12b (image).
79 Zhuge Liang was so closely associated with the white feather fan that scholars have found 

it worthwhile to refute this connection as a myth. Ka Bo Tsang points out that Zhuge Liang’s 
accessory was actually a maoshan (literally, ‘hair fan’), another name for the zhuwei (a cross 
between a fl ywhisk and an oblong stiff  fan made with the tail hair of the elk). Tsang 2002, p. 16. 
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routinely depict people bearing elongated feathered fans, echoing the wings 
of cranes on which the deities rode through the heavens.80 Some fi gures in 
the Golden Mirror also hold objects that resemble fans with a fringe or tassel 
attached to the far end. Th ese were zhuwei 麈尾 (‘tail of the zhu deer’), 
sometimes also called maoshan 毛扇 (hairy fans). 81 Visual depictions of zhuwei 
frequently blurred into the fl y-whisk and scholars previously thought that the 
Daoist whisk was actually borrowed from Buddist iconography. Liu Yang has 
shown, however, that the zhuwei was a historically distinct object indigenous 
to China. Originating in Han dynasty funerary art, which conventionally 
expressed desires for immortality, the zhuwei had become a standard attribute 
in visual representations of Daoist divinities by the fourth century CE. As in 
the case of the ruyi, we also fi nd an array of hairy fans-cum-whisks in depic-
tions of the Daoist Celestial Worthies.82 Woodblock-printed portraits of Dao-
ist immortals also routinely show them in the act of fl icking or swinging a 
whisk, its waving hairs evoking the transformative energy of the cosmos.83

Daoist elements as a distinctive iconographic style

Th e Golden Mirror was not the fi rst medical text to employ Daoist imagery. In 
fact, some of its Daoist-tinged fi gures are actually copied from or modelled 
after images of circulation channels that appeared in Zhang Jiebin’s Illustrated 
Appendix to the [Yellow Emperor’s Inner] Classic Arranged by Topic (Leijing 
tuyi 類經圖翼, 1624).84 But the Golden Mirror’s use of auspicious and Daoist 
symbols was far richer and more extensive than in earlier medical works, so 
much so that it constituted a distinct style of medical illustration. As I dis-
cussed earlier, the Golden Mirror created a new genre of pox pictures based on 

Th e association of Zhuge Liang with the feathered fan endures, however, and when I visited 
Tianjin in August 2005, vendors were selling white feather fans under the trade name of 
‘Kongming fans’ (Kongming being Zhuge Liang’s courtesy name).

80 Th ere are several examples of this in Little and Eichman 2000, including the image on the 
back cover. A common representation of the Queen Mother of the West also showed her attended 
by a servant with a long-handled, feathered fan in the shape of a crane’s wing.

81 Tsang 2002, p. 16.
82 Liu Yang 2001.
83 A particularly fi ne example is the portrait of Meng Qin 孟欽 in Liexian quanzhuan. His 

whisk depicted in mid-fl ick, Meng has just summoned a mass of lingzhi-shaped clouds that will 
whirl him away from the banquet hall where his enemies are about to seize him. Wang Shizhen 
(attrib.) 1961, 5:7b.

84 Among the 14 fi gures that Zhang Jiebin used to depict diff erent circulation channels, there 
are fi ve that include Daoist elements similar to those appearing in the Golden Mirror, including 
one fi gure wearing a leaf loincloth and one holding a feathered fan. Zhang Jiebin 1965a, 
pp. 108–27.
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auspicious images of boys at play. Th e way in which the Golden Mirror incor-
porated auspicious imagery is also exemplifi ed by the 265 images that illus-
trated its chapters on waike (‘external diseases’). Within the Chinese medical 
tradition, works on external diseases provide some of the largest ensembles of 
illustrations, used to depict the position and general appearance of lesions, 
lumps, ulcers, rashes and the like. For example, Shen Gongchen’s Dispelling 
the Mysteries of External Ailments of 1604 includes 194 pictures of skin diseases 
and various injuries, ranging from skin sores to tiger bites. Another well-
known text was Chen Shigong’s Correct Teachings on External Ailments of 
1617, which presents 36 illustrations of external ailments in adults and chil-
dren. Th is genre of illustration was so standard that we also fi nd a set of 36 
external ailment illustrations collected in the pictorial encyclopaedia, Assem-
bled Diagrams of Heaven, Man, and Earth of 1609. Unlike the Golden Mirror, 
however, none of these earlier works employ auspicious or Daoist visual ele-
ments in any appreciable way. When we compare the Golden Mirror’s illustra-
tions to those in these earlier works, we fi nd that the Golden Mirror essentially 
took the well-established genre of external ailment illustration and added 
Daoist and auspicious imagery to it.

A comparison of illustrations of ‘leaking eye ulcer’ (lou jing chuang 漏睛瘡) 
from the Assembled Diagrams and the Golden Mirror provides a good example 
of this dynamic. Th e earlier fi gure from the Assembled Diagrams is empty-
handed, whereas the later fi gure from the Golden Mirror cradles a handsome 
ruyi.85 Similar diff erences can be seen between analogous images of ankle 
abscesses from Correct Teachings on External Ailments and the Golden Mirror. 
Th e former is empty-handed, while the fi gure from the Golden Mirror clutches 
a large lingzhi fungus.86 It is only Shen Gongchen’s Dispelling the Mysteries of 
External Ailments that seems to be a possible precursor of the Golden Mirror’s 
use of Daoist imagery in waike illustration. Many of the 194 illustrations in 
Dispelling the Mysteries include props, among them a child holding a ruyi and 
another one wielding a lotus leaf. One fi gure with a crutch evokes Li Tieguai 
while another with a fl ywhisk and a large belly suggests Zhongli Quan.87 In 
general, however, most of the props and background objects in Dispelling the 
Mysteries are related in some way to the cause of the illness at hand. Take, for 
example, the fi gure that Dispelling the Mysteries uses to illustrate qusou chuang 

85 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 65:13a.
86 Here I am comparing the Golden Mirror’s image of ‘abscesses on the interior and exterior 

surfaces of the ankle’ to a fi gure from Chen Shigong that is marked up with several ailments, 
including ‘penetrating abscess on the ankle’. See Chen Shigong in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, 
p. 395, and Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 71:9b.

87 Shen Gongchen in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, pp. 311, 315.
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蠼螋瘡 (qusou ulcers) a condition that arises when the qusou insect ‘urinates’ 
on a person’s body. Th is disease description is accompanied by an image of a 
man with a bare torso, carrying a fan, and standing under what appears to be 
a round spider’s web.88 However, the fan does not contain any obvious mes-
sage besides the fact that the weather is hot, one is walking about in a state of 
semi-undress, and the danger of insect urine falling on one’s bare skin is thus 
correspondingly higher. Th e result is that the intermittent appearance of reli-
gious and auspicious imagery in Dispelling the Mysteries does not constitute a 
sustained visual style in the way that such motifs do in the Golden Mirror.

Th e distinctiveness of the Golden Mirror’s iconography is also evident when 
we compare it to other eighteenth-century works. Shen Jin’ao’s 沈金鳌 com-
pendium Master Shen’s Book on Revering Life (Shenshi zunsheng shu, 沈氏尊生書, 
1774) was compiled some three decades after the Golden Mirror but does not 
use symbolic imagery in any of its 32 waike illustrations.89 Th is suggests that 
the Golden Mirror’s use of Daoist icons represented a deliberate choice, rather 
than simply refl ecting some change in visual fashion over time. Th e Golden 
Mirror’s images of the body’s circulation channels also provide evidence that 
certain types of images were positively preferred over others. Images of the 
channels are among the most common of all Chinese medical illustrations, 
and the Golden Mirror includes 55 such illustrations appearing in six diff erent 
juan.90 Eighteen of these images contain auspicious objects, such as ruyi, 
lingzhi, whisks, fans and medicine gourds. By contrast, none of the analogous 
images of bodily channels from the Imperial Encyclopaedia, published in 
1726–8, include any such motifs. Th is contrast is particularly signifi cant in 
the case of the dumai 督脈 (governor vessel) and renmai 任脈 (controller ves-
sel), two of the qi jing ba mai 奇經八脈 (‘eight singular vessels’). Th e governor 
vessel ran along the spine and into the brain and was responsible for governing 
all the yang channels of the body. Th e conception vessel ran up the centre of 
the front of the body, and was responsible for governing all the yin vessels of 
the body.91 Th us, although all eight singular vessels were important in princi-
ple, the governor and controller vessels attracted the most attention, and 
images of these two vessels appeared more frequently than the other six. Com-
paring analogous pictures of these key vessels from the Golden Mirror and the 
Imperial Encyclopaedia, we fi nd that the Golden Mirror included auspicious 

88 Shen Gongchen in Hu Xiaofeng (ed.) 1997, p. 330.
89 Shen Jin’ao 1999, pp. 473–481. Although this reprint has 33 images of external ailments, 

two of them are identical images used to illustrate two diff erent diseases, so I count these as the 
same image.

90 Th ese are distributed in Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, among juan 17, 61, and 81–4. 
91 For a description, see Zhang Jiebin 1965a, p. 128.
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imagery while the Imperial Encyclopaedia did not. Th us, the Golden Mirror’s 
fi gure of the governor vessel holds a fl ywhisk while its three illustrations of the 
controller vessel consist of one fi gure wearing a leaf apron, one holding a fl y-
whisk and one holding a ruyi.92 None of these elements appear in the Imperial 
Encyclopaedia. As I will argue below, one reason the Golden Mirror may have 
favoured the use of Daoist iconography was because this imagery could readily 
symbolise the inherent superiority of the properly-educated male doctor.

Th e masculine meanings of auspiciousness

In eighteenth-century China, material objects of all sorts incorporated lucky 
symbols and visual rebuses, including images of Buddhist deities and Daoist 
immortals.93 At the most general level, therefore, the Golden Mirror’s use of 
ruyi, lingzhi and the like transformed the medical illustration itself into an 
auspicious talisman, embodying wishes for the suff erer’s quick recovery and 
a long and healthy life. But the Golden Mirror’s auspicious images were also 
constructed and exchanged in an environment defi ned by male priorities and 
aspirations. Th e Qianlong emperor was a well-known enthusiast of visual 
rebuses and puns, and it is reasonable to suppose that the Golden Mirror’s use 
of auspicious symbols was at least in part a nod to the imperial patron.94 Since 
Qianlong saw the Golden Mirror as a tool for building moral capital and polit-
ical authority, bestowing auspicious images of health on his subjects could also 
reaffi  rm his benevolence as a ruler. At the same time, however, medical illus-
trations with Daoist overtones helped to affi  rm the effi  cacy of the male physi-
cians who deployed the Golden Mirror in practice. At a general level, the use 
of such imagery evoked a well-known association between the Daoist sage and 
the bestowal of good health. Historical, medical and literary sources all attest 
to a long-standing belief that Daoist immortals and other divinities could 
reveal magical ‘secret remedies’ to deserving fi lial sons and other paragons of 
virtue.95 Th e Daoist motifs in the Golden Mirror’s illustrations thus made these 

92 See Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 61:23b, 61:24b, 84:2a, and 84:4a.
93 Bartholomew in Wicks (ed.) 2002.
94 Bartholomew notes, ‘Th e Qianlong period (1736–95) was a time when the use of rebuses 

or pictorial puns became widespread. Many new ones were created during this time and came 
into common usages in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. . . .Th e sudden fl owering of 
rebuses during the Qianlong period may be attributed to the emperor himself, who delighted in 
the use of rebuses. One of his personal seals was a pun on his name and consisted of a circle 
enclosing the trigram qian, comprised of three solid horizontal lines. He often used this seal as a 
substitute for the character qian in his own name.’ Bartholomew in Wicks (ed.) 2002, p. 75.

95 For a general discussion of immortals, their role in revealing ‘secret formulas’ and religious 
healing, see Wu 2000.
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into the visual equivalent of stock phrases that medical works had long used to 
describe the marvellous effi  cacy of a remedy or practitioner: shen yi 神醫 (a 
divine doctor), shen xiao 神效 (divinely effi  cacious), and xian chuan 仙傳 
(transmitted by immortals). Th ese auspicious connotations were probably 
most welcome to male physicians working in the often-fraught context of the 
imperial medical service. As Chang Che-chia shows, the imperial physician’s 
authority was constantly challenged both by his royal patients and by physi-
cians summoned from outside the court to attend particularly diffi  cult cases. 
An apparently bad diagnosis or failed treatment might bring a charge of trea-
son, never mind malpractice.96 In this context, medical images with herbs of 
immortality, wish-granting sceptres and the like served to enrobe the govern-
ment doctor in a cloud of good fortune and therapeutic success.

More specifi cally, the Daoist immortal served as a useful metaphor for the 
male physician’s erudite skills. A particularly striking example of this dynamic 
appears on the title page to a 1579 woodblock edition of Th e Enlightened Doc-
tors’ Guide to Medical Mastery (Mingyi zhizhang tu 明醫指掌圖).97 Th e text was 
fi rst compiled in 1556 by Huang Fuzhong 皇甫中, member of a medical 
family, and was subsequently revised by the eminent scholar-doctor Wang 
Kentang 王肯堂 (1549–1613). Th e top of the page is occupied by a tableau 
of three fi gures. Th e left-hand fi gure, who is accompanied by a tiger, is the 
famous seventh-century physician Sun Simiao 孫思邈, author of the Prescrip-
tions Worth a Th ousand Gold Pieces (Beiji qianjin yaofang 備急千金要方). Later 
canonised as a god of medicine, Sun was also revered as a Daoist immortal.98 
Next to him is the legendary Daoist Wei Boyang, accompanied by his faithful 
dog whom he once pretended to poison with an elixir of immortality in order 
to test the faith of his disciples.99 (Th e third person is a servant). Th e appear-
ance of Sun Simiao and Wei Boyang on the title page of this medical text 
visually symbolised the confl ation between medicine and Daoist immortality 
practices. Th is confl ation was further reinforced by the two lines of text that 
appear vertically one on each side of the tableau. Th e phrase on the right reads 
‘Compiling the methods of the worthies to save people’s lives and benefi t the 
world’ (  ji xianfang huoren jishi 輯賢方活人濟世), while the one on the left 

96 Chang Che-chia 1998.
97 Huang Fuzhong and Wang Kentang 1579.
98 For the tiger as emblem of Sun Simiao, see Unschuld 2000, pp. 208–21. For Sun as an 

immortal, see his biography in Hong Yingming 1983, 3:7a, and Wang Shizhen (attrib.) 1961, 
5:13b.

99 Th e story of Wei Boyang and his dog was fi rst recorded in the fourth century. For details 
and an account of the early fi liation of this story, see Akahori Akira 1989. A widely circulating 
late imperial portrait of Wei and his dog is found in Wang Shizhen (attrib.) 1961, 3:12b.
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says ‘Observing the methods of the sages to raise the dead and return them to 
life’ (zun shengfa qisi huisheng 遵聖法起死廻生). Th e former phrase described 
a typical activity of scholarly, male medical experts, namely collecting useful 
medical information gleaned from textual study with the aim of benefi ting 
humanity, while the latter phrase alludes to the famous story of Wei Boyang 
restoring both his dog and a dead disciple back to life with an elixir of immor-
tality. Juxtaposed in this way, the images and text together affi  rmed that Dao-
ist mastery of the cosmos and the ‘enlightened’ doctor’s mastery of medicine 
were one and the same.

Th ese close associations between Daoism and medical knowledge would 
also have framed the way in which contemporary readers interpreted the 
Golden Mirror’s images. By pairing its male fi gures with Daoist imagery, the 
Golden Mirror essentially turned its medical illustrations into a visual meta-
phor that equated the male doctor’s healing abilities with the transcendent 
powers of the Daoist immortal. During the late imperial period, furthermore, 
the Daoist metaphor of medical effi  cacy also resonated with the central tenet 
of learned medicine: that scholarly mastery of cosmological patterns was the 
essential prerequisite for eff ective diagnosis and cure. Such messages, not sur-
prisingly, were most eff ectively embodied by male fi gures.

Male medicine and scholarly cosmology

As is well-known, the ideal of the male physician as cosmological expert 
emerged during the Song dynasty (960–1279), the product of eff orts to recast 
medicine as a scholarly art and moral calling. 100 As the Song dynasty states-
man Fan Zhongyan 范仲淹 (989–1052) famously remarked, ‘if you cannot be 
a good minister, then become a good doctor’, thus portraying medicine as a 
worthy alternative career to offi  cialdom.101 Th e Neo-Confucian ‘study of the 
Way’ (daoxue 道學) also became central to new doctrines of health and disease 
over the course of the Song, exemplifi ed in the maturation of a complex med-
ical cosmology, known as the doctrine of ‘fi ve circulatory phases and six cli-
matic infl uences’ (wuyun liuqi 五運六氣).102 As synthesised by Zhu Xi 朱熹

(1130–1200), Neo-Confucianism called for a systematic inquiry into li 理, 
the patterned principles that governed all material existence and transforma-
tion in the cosmos. Scholars claimed that the ability to discern principles and 

100 See Goldschmidt 1999 and Chen Yuan-peng 1996 for Song dynasty transformations of 
medicine.

101 For Fan Zhongyan’s role in reforming government medical schools, see Goldschmidt 
1999, pp. 209–12.

102 Despeux in Hsu (ed.) 2001.
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to align oneself properly with the cosmic order was essential for individual 
morality and social harmony. Educated doctors also increasingly argued that 
such insights were essential for the prevention and cure of illness and they 
pointed out that such knowledge could be obtained only through rigorous 
study of properly vetted classical texts, authored by former medical sages who 
themselves had correctly discerned the patterns of yin and yang.103 From the 
Song to the Qing, therefore, the thrust of medical innovation centred on an 
ever-closer alliance between male, scholarly culture and medicine, and literate 
doctors developed ever more fi nely diff erentiated explanations of how the 
interactions of yin and yang produced disease and cure. Particularly infl uential 
were the doctrines of Zhu Zhenheng 朱震亨 (1281–1358), who taught that 
yin tended to be in defi ciency while yang tended to be in excess. As Furth 
shows, Zhu Zhenheng articulated his innovative doctrines on bodily fi re 
by interpreting the Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic through the lens of Zhou 
Dunyi’s 周敦頤 (1017–73) interpretation of the Classic of Changes.104 Th e 
result was a ‘medical body . . . aligned with distinctively Neo-Confucian con-
structions of cosmological and moral order’.105 More research will be required 
to determine exactly how these kinds of doctrinal changes infl uenced medical 
illustration. However, the seventeenth-century work of Zhang Jiebin suggests 
that the use of Daoist imagery was in fact linked to a conscious attempt to 
ally medicine more closely with cosmological study. A central tenet of Zhang’s 
medical philosophy was that ‘medicine and the Classic of Changes share the 
same origin’ (yi yi tong yuan 醫易同源).106 Th e 64 hexagrams of the Changes 
symbolically encapsulated all the possible patterns of yin and yang transforma-
tion that animated the universe. By extension, then, the essence of medicine 
was the ability to properly discern the workings of yin and yang in the human 
body. In sum, understanding the human body and understanding the cosmos 
were a single, indivisible enterprise. Th us Zhang argued that the Classic of 
Changes was an essential text for all doctors, for although the Yellow Emperor’s 
Inner Classic discussed the properties of yin and yang, ‘there is no account of 
their transformations that can surpass the Changes’.107 Alongside these textual 
descriptions, Zhang Jiebin’s works also include medical fi gures marked with 
Daoist iconography. In Zhang’s Illustrated Appendix, fi ve out of 14 fi gures used 
to depict individual circulation channels include elements such as animal pelt 

103 An excellent overview of these historical developments is Scheid 2007, ch. 2. Also note-
worthy is the way in which learned physicians attacked the longstanding idea that a family tradi-
tion of medical practice was an essential qualifi cation to be a good doctor. Chao Yuan-ling 2000. 

104 Furth 2006. 
105 Furth 1999, p. 150.
106 Zhang Jiebin 1965b, 391.
107 Zhang Jiebin laid out this argument in an essay entitled ‘Th e Meaning of the Medical 

Changes’ (yi yi yi 醫易義), Zhang Jiebin 1965b, p. 390. 
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clothing, ruyi, feathered fans and whisks.108 As mentioned earlier, several of 
these images were adapted or copied by the Golden Mirror. Further research is 
required to determine whether such images originated with Zhang Jiebin or 
whether he was copying images from an earlier source. For the present, it is 
suffi  cient to note that Zhang’s work allied these images to a doctrine promot-
ing deeper medical knowledge of yin and yang. Th ey thus also provide an 
important baseline against which to interpret the signifi cance of the Golden 
Mirror’s use of Daoist imagery.

For the mid-eighteenth-century compilers of the Golden Mirror, as well 
as for Zhang Jiebin, mastery of cosmic transformations was the key attribute 
that distinguished the skilled doctor from the medical hack. Grand Secretary 
Ortai 鄂爾泰, who oversaw the Golden Mirror’s compilation, notably used 
these intersections between healing, rulership and cosmological knowledge to 
explain the historical signifi cance of the Golden Mirror’s compilation. In a 
memorial to the throne, later included in the prefatory chapter of the Golden 
Mirror, Ortai wrote: ‘Th e doctors of antiquity had a thorough understanding 
of the regulations of Heaven and they investigated the principles of Earth, 
regulating their circulation and harmonizing their transformations. As a result, 
all that was above and below was united in virtue.’109 But the transmission of 
medical teachings had become corrupted and irregular in subsequent ages, 
Ortai warned, and thus a rectifi cation of knowledge was required. In its 
attempt to defi ne correct medical practice for eighteenth-century doctors, the 
Golden Mirror also employed auspicious images of sagely men. It was not that 
doctors necessarily wanted to be seen as Daoists per se, but rather that Daoist 
images provided a handy visual shorthand for evoking the male doctor’s vir-
tuosic insights into cosmic dynamics.

Conclusion

Chinese classical medicine was historically shaped by masculine aspirations 
and institutions, epitomised by the government-sponsored publishing proj-
ects of the Song dynasty that created the standard versions of canonical medi-
cal texts and by male eff orts to raise the status of medicine by portraying it as 
an extension of Neo-Confucian scholarly erudition, moral cultivation and 
public service.110 By the late Ming and early Qing, medicine had become a 

108 Zhang Jiebin 1965a, pp. 108–27.
109 Wu Qian (ed.) 1742, 1:1b–2a.
110 For the role of the Song Imperial Editorial Offi  ce in compiling the received version of 

the Huangdi neijing suwen (Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic, Basic Questions), see Unschuld 2003, 
ch. 4. For other works, see Goldschmidt 1999.
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routine alternative occupation for men who could not advance in the civil 
service examinations, and educated physicians routinely claimed that their 
scholarly background made them superior to other practitioners. Th is alliance 
between masculine epistemologies and medical learning is particularly salient 
in the Golden Mirror, where the norms of evidential scholarship were now 
applied to assessing the legitimacy of ancient medical teachings. Given the 
androcentric history of medical learning, it is perhaps not surprising that the 
Golden Mirror’s illustrations favour men. But the visual androcentrism of 
the Golden Mirror was also positively nurtured by a convergence of factors 
from both within and outside medicine. To facilitate the training of govern-
ment doctors who studied the Golden Mirror as a guide to proper care, the 
text’s compilers endowed it with a rich array of heuristic images. To generate 
the needed images, the Golden Mirror borrowed illustrations from a wide 
range of medical and non-medical sources, and in so doing, it also perpetuated 
the preference for male fi gures that characterised Chinese visual culture at 
large. At the same time, the active visual associations between semi-naked 
male bodies and ideals of spiritual enlightenment and physical robustness 
meant that male fi gures were particularly ideal for representing the normative 
medical body. Th ese implied links between male enlightenment and health 
were additionally reinforced by the use of auspicious and religious symbols 
that turned this imperial medical text into an icon of good fortune while also 
attesting to the expert skill of the doctors who deployed it. But while the Dao-
ist adept harnessed yin and yang for his own immortality, the educated male 
physician would use his cosmological insights to prevail over the unruly trans-
formations of illness, harmonising bodies as the skilled ruler harmonised all 
under Heaven.
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