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ABSTRACT

In the field of Chinese garden history, scholars have interpreted the
socio-cultural meaning of the prolific construction of gardens in the Ming-Qing
period in various ways. These interpretations include viewing gardens as spiritual
shelters which enabled retreat from external distractions, as a representation of
their proprietors’ wealth, fame, identity and social status, and as a locale for
elegant literati gatherings and poetry exchanges. However, a major shortfall of
these studies is their basis in the writings and experiences of male literati. Taking
inspiration from Craig Clunas’s exhortation to bring women’s perspectives into
garden history, my study examines multiple interactions between women and
gardens from the late-Ming to the high-Qing. This thesis asks: What kind of
activities did women perform in gardens? How did women writers perceive

gardens? Did genteel women enjoy a space of their own in gardens?

While scholars in the fields of gender history and women’s literature have
successfully dismantled the stereotype that women in traditional China were
passive victims, studies about female space are centred on the boudoir, the brothel,
social space constructed through writing and traveling, and spiritual space
expressed and enjoyed through brush and paper. In contrast, this research argues
that the garden is a site that enables us to re-evaluate gender relations, practices,
and female subjectivity in late imperial China. Women from the gentry class
utilized gardens where they lived or which they visited as a channel to transcend
their cloistered lifestyle in the inner quarters and to cross the boundary between

the inner and outer, or domestic and public space, in practice.

This research first attempts to analyze the social activities genteel women
performed in both private and public gardens, including literary gatherings with

female friends and relatives, as well as male literati. The second part of my study
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delves into the womanly duties performed in gardens and traces how gentry
women applied their agency to redefine garden space as an extension of the
domestic sphere. Thirdly, by examining the poetry of women writers, this research
discloses how gardens served as a stimulus for women to engage in introspective
reflection about their personal experiences, inner lives, and to evoke historical
memories and a pronounced sense of female consciousness. In the fourth part, the
research turns to the emotional and sensual facets of garden history, illustrating
how gardens functioned as settings for romantic and even erotic assignations
where women’s desires to satisfy and control their own bodies became possible.
With gender perspective, we will rediscover mosaic and vibrant versions of
garden history and find negotiations between men and women were embodied
within late imperial Chinese gardens. Genteel women empowered themselves to
define the garden whether as an expansion of domesticity or as a site exposure to
the broader world and gradually transformed it into an alternative space to

perform the roles beyond tradition.
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