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Mourning the Dead in Ming and Qing Dynasty Poems: A

Contemplation on Bo Shaojun and Nalan Xingde

Yang, Yun-Chen
Department of Chinese Language and Literature, National Taitung
University

Abstract

Bo Shaojun (1596-1625), courtesy name Xizhen, was the wife of Shen Cheng
(1585-1624), a talented scholar in the late Ming Dynasty. Shen Cheng died of an illness
in the first month of winter during the fourth year of the reign of Tianqi. During Bo's
pregnancy that July she wrote a hundred poems mourning the passing of her husband,
and soon after gave birth to a son. The following year Bo, grief-struck by the death of
her husband, died. Her friends posthumously published her and Shen Cheng's poems
into separate volumes. The collection of Bo Shaojun's poetry bequeathed to posterity is
titled Anthology of The Weeping Widow (7£1[%E). Eighty-one poems of these laments
for her husband (58 5F) are now in existence, which are included in the appendix of
the late Ming official Mao Yilu's (?-1628) Mr. Mao Ruchu's Collected Writings of
Jishan, and the late Ming writer Zhong Xing's (1574-1624) thirty-fourth volume of the
Compilation of Socialite Poems.

Nalan Xingde (1655-1685), courtesy name Rongruo, was a renowned Qing
Dynasty author. Later generations hailed him as the first, early Qing Dynasty poet.
Rongruo, who was the son of Nalan Mingzhu (1635-1708), belonged to a distinguished
family and would be expected to have a relatively painless life, but his poetry often
reveals melancholy and sorrow which aligns with his affectionate nature. Nalan
Rongruo and his wife Lu (1656?-1677) had a strong relationship; however, after only
three years of marriage, Lu passed away from a postpartum illness. This tragedy was a
significant and painful mental blow to Rongruo. In the eight years after Lu's death,
Rongruo composed dozens of laments comprising arguably the most extensive works by
a past male literati to mourn his deceased wife, a clear demonstration of his deep and
enduring affection.

Bo Shaojun was married to Shen Cheng, an unsuccessful scholar. Her poverty
tempered her steadfast personality and she remained frugal and hardworking throughout
her brief life. Her laments for her husband display a strong and vigorous poetic style. In

contrast, Rongruo was born to an affluent family and lived a sheltered life and



possessed an innocence and lightness of character. Analogously, his elegies subtly blend
tenderness and grief. This thesis contains three main sections: social status and family
roles, methods of expression, and aesthetic characteristics, in order to explore both

sexes influence on the theme of mourning death and their contrasting artistic styles.

Keywords: Bo Shaojun, Nalan Xingde, poetry lamenting a husband, mourning the
dead, female literature
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