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Abstract 

This paper aims to address the absence of women's participation in collecting in 

previous studies of Chinese collecting history, collecting culture, and antiquarianism. 

More specifically, this paper is driven by the following question: why do we 

conceptualize Chinese collecting culture as male-dominated, when there exist plenty of 

well-known visual and literary materials indicating women's active participation in this 

field? 

To address this question, I will first clarify the distinction between the concept of 

"collector" and "collecting household" in premodern Chinese collecting culture, which is 

nowadays simplified under the single term of “collector.” I argue that premodern Chinese 

women participated in collecting culture via the medium of the “collecting household,” 

which aimed to contribute to, and most importantly preserve, family collections and 

intellectual traditions, rather than as “collectors” who focused on possessing and 

accumulating objects. I will draw on cases from female poetry in the nineteenth century 

to discuss how intellectual women contributed to the collecting household via patronage 

and memory. I will also compare female donors who preserved “national treasures” in the 

twentieth century with a female collector who engaged actively with the global art market 

which increasingly demanded Chinese collections to show how the role of the female 

collector is only meaningful in the context of the modern art market. 

 These arguments aim to help us reflect on our conceptualization of collecting 

culture through a gendered perspective, and to reconsider our overemphasis on purchase 

rather than preservation, and accumulation rather than dispersal.
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1. Introduction: The Problematic Translation of “Collector” 

Collecting in China, particularly before 1950, appears to have always been a 

gendered field. In previous studies on the history of collecting, material culture, or 

antiquarianism (jinshi 金石) in China, aside from the exceptional case of the famous 

Song-dynasty female poet Li Qingzhao 李清照 (1084-1155), we rarely encounter records 

of women participating in connoisseurship activities or scholarly writings.1 On the 

contrary, especially in accounts from early modern China, women tend to appear as the 

antithesis of this culture (see chapter 1). 

Yet literary and material culture from the early modern period through the modern 

era offers us an entirely different story. Perhaps most familiar is the nun Miaoyu in 

Dream of the Red Chamber, who brings various antiques into the Jia household and uses 

them to host the novel’s protagonists in elegant tea-drinking gatherings. This plot is so 

impressive that the authenticity of the objects depicted itself has become a subject of 

scholarly debate.2 In court paintings such as Twelve Beauties of Yongzheng (figure 1) 

and Monthly Pleasures of the Palace (figure 2), we can also observe court women 

participating in this culture of “admiring antiques” (bogu 博古): some contemplated 

antiques alone in quiet reflection, while others gathered indoor on winter days to examine 

calligraphy, paintings, rare books, bronzes, and ceramics together. In the post-socialist 

period, such stories become even more clearly documented: women played a leading role 

in many of the donations of family collections to newly established museums, with 
 

1  Chen, “Collecting as Cultural Technique: Materialistic Interventions into History in 20th Century China”, 
3. 
2  Li, The Promise and Peril of Things, 151-157. 
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figures such as Pan Dayu 潘达于 (1906-2007) and Shen Tongyue 沈同樾 (1896-1978) 

standing among the most significant donors to the Shanghai Museum. Previous 

scholarship has not entirely excluded these cases from studies of cultural history spanning 

the modern and early modern periods, yet it has stopped short of treating them as 

subjective collectors and influencers of broader trends of taste. 

 

Figure 1 Anonymous, “Distant Thoughts when Admiring Antiques” (bogu yousi 博古
幽思), in the 12 Beauties of Yongzheng Emperor. 

Before 1723. Hanging scrolls. Ink and color on silk. H. 184 cm. W. 98 cm. Palace 

Museum, Beijing, China. 
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Figure 2 Chen Mei (c. 1694-1745), “The Eleventh Month: Admiring Antiques around a 
Stove” (weilu bogu 围炉博古).  

In The Pursuit of Pleasure in the Course of Twelve Months  (yueman qingyou tu 

月曼清游图) Album. 1738. Album leaves. Ink and color on silk. H. 37 cm. W. 31 cm. 

Palace Museum, Beijing, China. 

 

Then, we might have to ask with the classic pattern that Linda Nochlin asked, 

“Why Have There Been No Great Women Collectors?”3 

Before addressing this question, it is necessary to clarify the definition of 

“collector,” particularly because translation has problematized the meaning of this term. 

 

3  Nochlin, Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?, 20. 
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In the study of the history and culture of collecting in China, earlier scholarship has often 

accepted a one-to-one correspondence between the Chinese term shoucangjia (收藏家) 

and the English “collector”, thereby overlooking the semantic ambiguity of the last 

character jia (家) in philological usage and textual traditions. In fact, in premodern 

contexts, this character can be understood not only as “expert”, but also as “household.”

Therefore, within the context of premodern Chinese collecting culture, the term 

shoucangjia or cangjia, despite its usual translation into independent individual 

“collector”, can also refer to a family with an established tradition of collecting and a 

stable body of holdings. 

This point can be substantiated through examples drawn from texts referring to 

book collecting. In a record written by the renowned Qing-dynasty scholar and 

philologist Qian Daxin (錢大昕, 1728-1804) for a private library built in 1777, the 

“collectors” (chucangjia 儲藏家) he defines appear entirely as a collecting household 

rather than as an individual.  

Among the chucangjia (collecting households) of the Ming dynasty was 

the Fan family of Tianyi Pavilion, followed by the Chen family of Sixiang 

House and the Lu family of Nan Studio. Yet such abundance is easily dispersed: 

only the Fan family’s library has remained standing intact, and among the 

households of eastern and western Zhejiang, none could rival it. 

明代儲藏家，則有天一閣范氏，而四香居陳氏、南軒陸氏次之。然

聚多易散，唯范氏之書巋然獨存，浙東西故家莫能逮焉。”4 

 

4  Qian Daxin, “Baojing Lou Ji” (“Record of the Book-Embracing Pavilion”), in Qianyantang Wenji, 335. 
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Another Qing scholar, Hong Liangji (洪亮吉, 1746-1809), offered the well-

known five categories “book collectors” and their respective rankings, where he made 

full use of the polysemy of jia as both “expert” and “household”. In his first categories of 

textual critics (kaodingjia 考訂家) and collators (jiaochoujia 校讎家), Hong clearly 

refers to individual scholars. However, when it comes to the category of collector 

(shoucangjia 收藏家), the examples he listed are all families that had accumulated 

extensive book collections: 

Book collectors may be divided into several categories: Those who, 

upon obtaining a book, invariably investigate its provenance and correct lacunae 

of scholarship are called textual critics, exemplified by figures such as Qian 

Daxin and Dai Zhen. Next are those who distinguish among editions and 

annotate errors and corruptions; these are known as collators, exemplified by 

figures such as Lu Wenchao and Weng Fanggang. Next come those who gather 

variant editions, which at the upper level may compensate for omissions and 

dispersals in the state’s holdings, and at the lower level provide materials for 

scholars to consult; these are called collecting households, represented by 

families such as the Fan family of Tianyi Pavilion in Yin County, the Wu family 

of Pinghua Studio in Qiantang, and the Xu family of Chuanshi Tower in 

Kunshan. 

藏書家有數等：得一書必推求本原，是正缺失，是謂考訂家，如錢

少詹大昕、戴起士震諸人是也。次則辨其板片，注其錯訛，是謂校讎家，

如盧學士文弨、翁閣學方綱諸人是也。次則搜采異本，上則補石室金匱之
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遺亡，下可備通人博士之瀏覽，是謂收藏家，如鄞縣范氏之天一閣、錢唐

吳氏之甁花齋、昆山徐氏之傳是樓諸家是也。5 

This swinging switch between the “familial” and the “professional” is 

understandable in a material sense: as Hong Liangji distinguished, the scholarly work of 

textual critics and collators is both possible and necessarily carried out on an individual 

basis. The large-scale acquisition, purchasing, and operation of a library open to other 

scholars, however, must be a collective endeavor. It would be difficult for any single 

individual to amass and maintain, through their own financial resources and time alone, a 

collection sufficient to achieve the two goals Hong Liangji described.6 

This semantic retrospection then raises a set of questions: what distinguishes 

collecting households from individual collectors? And what are the key characteristics of 

the collecting household that differ from those of the individual collector, which ensure 

that, in this problematic process of translation that reduces the households to an 

individual, it is almost always men who remain and women who are left out? 

One understanding about the individual collectors’ psychology comes from Jean 

Baudrillard, who adopts a Freudian approach to examine the pleasure a collector derives 

from possessing “a resistant material body” while simultaneously apprehending the 

object as “a mental realm over which I hold sway, a thing whose meaning is governed by 

 

5  Hong Liangji, Beijiang Shihua, vol.3, 46. 
6  The separation of the individual collector from this combination of individual and family was also a 
transnational and translingual product of the introduction of modern disciplines and knowledge systems via 
Sino-Japanese intellectual exchange. The English suffix denoting a discipline was translated as xue 學 
(gaku 学 in Japanese), while “-ist” was translated as jia 家 (ka 家 in Japanese). For example, the word 
"historian" was rendered as shigakuka 史学家, a coinage that subsequently influenced Chinese usage. 
Through this process of translation, the individual aspect of shoucangjia began to overshadow its collective 
dimension, and has since shaped our understanding of agency in premodern Chinese collecting culture. 
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myself alone”. On this basis, Baudrillard concludes that within “the structure of the 

system of possession”, “the final term must always be the person of the collector”.7 He 

also concluded that what elevates a collection above mere accumulation is “the fact of its 

incompleteness, the fact that it lacks something.” This interpretation was clearly inspired 

by the Freudian conceptualization of fetishism, which argues that the fetishistic mentality 

stems from “both the disavowal and the affirmation of castration”, where the obsession 

with objects points toward the substitution of sexual organs.8 

Baudrillard’s depiction of such individual passion was cited and extended by 

James Clifford.  He accurately points out that collecting as “the accumulation of 

possessions, the idea that identity is a kind of wealth (of objects, knowledge, memories, 

experience)”, and “a strategy for the deployment of a possessive self, culture, and 

authenticity” is characteristic only to the West. However, he admits that the practice of 

collecting is universal if it is around “the self and the group” and if it served as “the 

marking-off of a subjective domain”.9 Compared to Baudrillard, Clifford’s 

acknowledgment of the possibility to collect as a group is clearly more helpful for our 

understanding the practices within collecting households, and the “subjective domain” he 

invokes is more inclusive than the notion of a “possessive self”. However, he continues to 

treat a desire to possess (in his words, the “marking-off”) as the defining feature of 

collecting, whether carried by individuals or groups. For such a desire, sharing and 

collaboration remain optional rather than necessary. 

 

7  Baudrillard, “The System of Collecting”, in Elsner and Cardinal, The Cultures of Collecting, 7-24. 
Translated by Cardinal. 
8  Freud, Sigmund, “Fetishism.” 
9  Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, 219. 
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For a collecting household, however, the ideal orientation of collection was no 

longer individual possession, but the next generation, and the anxiety of the collecting 

household is no longer the “lack” that Baudrillard describes, but rather the dispersal of 

the collection.10 Historically, this was a far more difficult task than simply accumulating 

objects, as Qian Daxin already lamented, as most family collections eventually dispersed. 

Therefore, sharing, transmission, and the incorporation of reliable new participants to 

maintain the collection are no longer optional, but necessary. 

Both the desire of possession and the orientation of maintenance can be found in 

the history and culture of collecting in China, and I will argue that while the goals 

associated with the possession obsession of objects shared by individual collectors have 

contributed to the exclusion of women, intellectual women also implicitly and 

strategically shared this pleasure of collecting. Furthermore, the goals of the collecting 

household in fact allowed for women’s participation in collecting practices. However, 

because modern studies of collecting and material culture have tended to focus on the 

individual collector’s obsession with objects and desire for possession, and because such 

possessive impulse has been treated as the core of the collector’s identity, women’s 

participation has largely been overlooked. Moreover, while women did participate in 

collecting, they often employed strategic modes of narration that emphasized loss rather 

than preservation, thereby understated their economic situation and added to their moral 

reputation. As a result, women’s participation and efforts in collecting households were 

 

10  Baudrillard, “The System of Collecting”, in Elsner and Cardinal, The Cultures of Collecting, 7-24. 
Translated by Cardinal. 
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hard to be translated into the modern identity of “collector,” which in turn has led to the 

assumption that collecting has been completely gender-exclusive in China. 

For the consideration of continuity in this section, I keep using the word 

“translation”, though “superscription” may in fact be more precise. The analysis I have 

made towards the additions and losses within the semantic chain of “collector” is deeply 

indebted to Professor Prasenjit Duara’s method in his analysis of the semantic chain of 

the Guan Di myth, particularly the first half of his analysis of how “social groups without 

the instrumental means to impose their image on others” engage in superscription. In his 

words: “In this process some of the meanings derived from the myth understandably get 

lost, but by its very nature superscription does not erase other versions.”11 

Collecting culture sits at the intersection of art history, history, and literature. 

However, I position this study as a work of history, more specifically, cultural history. 

This disciplinary choice has been informed by several previous studies that directly 

contribute to the intellectual framework and assumptions of this work. The most 

groundbreaking contribution comes from Craig Clunas, who pioneered the introduction 

of material culture into Chinese historiography, a field that had previously been “the 

province of the connoisseur and the art historian.” He revealed the close relationship 

between consumption culture and cultural elites in Ming China.12 Shana J. Brown further 

demonstrated the importance of studying collecting culture from a historical perspective, 

arguing that even the visuality — although controversial among antiquarians who 

positioned themselves as serious historians untainted by visual pleasures — was in fact so 

 

11 Duara, “Superscribing Symbols.” 
12 Clunas, Superfluous Things, 166. 
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intertwined with their practice that it could not be fully separated from it. Yet the modern 

disciplinary divide between art history and history/archaeology has forced scholars to 

separate these historiographical and artistic paths.13 Chen Guangchen advances this 

emphasis on the importance of collecting culture to historiography further, arguing that 

collecting, as a “cultural technique” for transforming natural objects into cultural ones, 

has deeply shaped both history and our understanding of it.14 

For these reticent and unspoken dimensions of human relationships, literature is 

undoubtedly another form of acute record. Wai-yee Li’s work has prompted me to draw 

more extensively on women’s poetry as a source throughout this dissertation — not only 

because of the existing scholarship on women’s literature and the relative accessibility of 

these materials, but also because literary explorations of the relationship between people 

and objects, such as the thematic clusters she identifies — “Elegance and Vulgarity”, 

“The Real and the Fake”, “Lost and Found” — converge remarkably with the concerns of 

historians.15 

This thesis is divided into two chapters. The first chapter is set in the context of an 

obsession with things in early modern Chinese material culture, encompassing both its 

aesthetics and the criticism it attracted. This chapter then draws on the poetry of Xue 

Shaohui 薛紹徽 (1866–1911) and Ji Lanyun 季蘭韵 (c. 1793–1848) to examine their 

engagement with this culture, as well as their reception of and intertextual 

reinterpretation of the legacy of Li Qingzhao, the pioneering female collector active in 

 

13 Brown, Pastimes, 144-145. 
14 Chen, “Collecting as Cultural Technique: Materialistic Interventions into History in 20th Century China”, 
295. 
15 Li, The Promise and Peril of Things, 8-12. 
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twelfth-century China. Through this analysis, I summarize two different modes through 

which nineteenth-century women participated in premodern Chinese collecting: 

patronage and memorial preservation. Such forms of participation, on one hand, informed 

their literary production and contributed to the shaping of their identities as female 

intellectuals, and on the other hand, protected their reputations as virtuous wives and 

served as a strategy to maintain personal security. 

The second chapter is situated in the context of the early twentieth-century 

nationalist invention of the concept of the “national treasure,” in which women also 

participated actively. Although their subjectivity was built and reinforced through an 

emphasis on their embodied labor, they were defined more as preservers and donors than 

as collectors. This chapter will, however, focus primarily on a female collector, Helen D. 

Ling — a woman born in America who later immigrated to China, collected ceramics, 

and engaged in the art trade in Shanghai during the Sino-Japanese War — drawing 

primarily on my archival research at the Smithsonian Institution Archives. This section 

explores the conditions under which women’s participation in collecting could be 

translated, unambiguously, into the identity of “collector”, and what this identity brought 

to people’s understanding of her practice. Given the philological ambiguity of “collector”, 

I will, as far as possible, avoid using this term in most contexts throughout the thesis, 

reserving it instead for the distinctive case of Helen D. Ling.
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2. Obsession and Strategies: Women’s Participation in 

Collecting in Nineteenth-Century China 

2.1 Dangers of Obsession with things 

The obsession with things is a recurring theme in early modern Chinese material 

culture, especially the late Ming and Qing people’s obsession with antiquities and other 

cultural commodities. Being a “lover of antiquity” became inevitable for maintaining the 

identity of a literati elite.16 Cultural commodities not only became available to any 

consumers who could afford them, but were also increasingly competed over because of 

the demand for such identity maintenance.17 Such demands were further romanticized 

into a pattern of obsession that can be summarized as “passion” (shi 嗜),18 or even the 

pathological term “fetish” (pi 癖), which could not be controlled by the subjects.19 

It must be admitted that such distinction of taste and identity itself is suspicious: 

when the indicator of elegance can be easily consumed by vulgar people, is it still 

effective in this process of distinction?20 However, for literati intellectuals themselves, 

especially the Qing antiquarians, the obsession itself was also dangerous. For example, 

Pan Zuyin 潘祖蔭 (1830-1890), a late-Qing antiquarian, warned scholars against 

regarding bronzes as toys and collecting them as a mere hobby, which would reduce their 

seriousness in researching into the texts and inscriptions, which is problematic for 

 

16  Clunas, Superfluous Things, 108. 
17  Clunas, Superfluous Things, 162. 
18  Li, The Promise and Peril of Things, 36 
19  Brown, Pastimes, 53. 
20  Clunas, Superfluous Things, 164-165. 
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orthodox antiquarians.21 Meanwhile, more economically rational practices were 

encouraged in late Qing antiquarian circles: young and less wealthy scholars were 

encouraged to collect small and thus less-expensive pieces first, rather than merely 

focusing on grand bronzes.22 

Nonetheless, although the earlier constant anxiety about identity involved 

different classes of consumers, from literati elites to vulgar consumers, and later 

antiquarians made their collections rational enough for scholars at different economic 

stages, women seemed to be excluded from this trend of obsession. They remained 

objects in both reflection on and aesthetic approaches to it.  

On one hand, women were separated from the obsession with things, and thus 

became more capable of thinking from ordinary or moral positions. In Lang Ying (1487–

c. 1566)’s account, his mother, a pious believer in Buddhism and Daoism, ignorantly 

donated the valuable family collection of ancient bronze mirrors to be cast into religious 

objects. In the literati artist Wen Zhengming 文徵明 (1470–1559)’s obituary 

memorializing a virtuous wife, he again portrayed her moral preaching to her husband, 

urging him to transform his obsession with collecting ancient relics into respect for and 

imitation of the moral deeds of ancient people.23 In such accounts, women become the 

antithesis of this cultural obsession with collecting, whether cast as unwelcomed 

vulgarians or as clear-headed figures who remain detached from material distractions. 

This is what I referred to in the introduction: women were outsiders from the passion that 

Baudrillard identifies as central to maintaining the identity of the individual collector. 

 

21  Brown, Pastimes, 54. 
22  Brown, Pastimes, 60. 
23  Clunas, Empire of Great Brightness, 151–153. 
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This is not to say that such an obsession entirely excludes the figure of women. In 

fact, the aesthetic metaphors adopted by male collectors also actively sought to compare 

their love for things to their love for women; thus, although women were included in this 

narrative system, they were limited to the stage of objects rather than passionate subjects. 

Liu E 刘鹗 (1857–1909), a late Qing writer and antiquarian, once compared his love for 

antiquities to a love for sex (鐵公好古如好色).24 Humanizing objects into “concubines” 

and wives also became a recurring theme in late imperial Chinese literature.25 However, 

such overlapped appellation undoubtedly formed a nuanced semantics, where women 

were equated with objects that could only be appreciated, rather than becoming subjects 

of collecting and passion. 

Yet women nonetheless participated in the cultural passion for collecting through 

indirect means, a point I will discuss in the following section. Within a context in which 

their participation was systematically excluded, I will argue that women’s contribution to 

the expansion of family collections must be seen as a deliberate decision, an effort to 

distinguish themselves from their counterparts who had no capability of collecting and 

appreciating with their intellectual husbands, and a reconstruction of their own 

intellectual identities, which will be further illustrated using the theme of intellectual 

women’s selling of their own jewelries to patron family collections.   

 

 

24  Brown, Pastimes, 53. 
25  Li, The Promise and Peril of Things, 46-47. 
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2.2 Selling jewelries for collection 

Jewelry, as women’s property, was often the last resort in a family’s financial 

crisis. Culturally, much of it came from a woman’s dowry, to which a responsible man 

was not expected to resort. Economically, given the high risks of forgery, antiques were a 

precarious form of investment. Their fragility also increased the costs of transportation 

and maintenance. In contrast, jewelry, usually made of precious metals, was portable, 

durable, and easily convertible into cash. 

The earliest and most eminent text depicting the practice of selling jewelries for 

collection is the Afterword to Records on Metal and Stone written by Li Qingzhao (1084-

1155) in the Song period. Although this piece did not overlap with the period I am 

interested in, it is so influential that its narrative was repeated in the modern period 

writings: 

We were no longer as easygoing as at first. In this way, what had started 

as an amusement turned into a source of vexation. I couldn’t stand it, so I 

decided that we would eat no more than one meat dish per meal and dress in no 

more than one colored garment at a time. I wore no pearls or feathers in my hair 

and kept no gilded or embroidered article in my household. Whenever we came 

across a book of any kind whose text had no lacunae and was free of misprints, 

we would buy it on the spot to use as a back-up copy. 

是欲求適意而憀栗。餘性不耐，始謀食去重肉，衣去重采，首無明

珠翡翠之飾，室無塗金刺繡之具，遇書史百家字不刓闕，本不訛謬者，輒

市之，儲作副本。26 

 

26 Translated by Egan, in The Burden of Female Talent, 192-199. 
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In Li Qingzhao’s accounts, whether intentionally or not, the subject of a strong 

passion for collecting was obscured. Although her emphasis on her own sacrifice of 

jewelry and fine clothing showed rather a deliberate and subjective desire to possess 

antiquities, such sacrifice was not hers alone but a collective endeavor undertaken by the 

entire household, which compromised on food and furniture to sustain their shared 

enthusiasm for collecting. Although this deliberate gesture was so strong that it even 

overshadowed the figure of her husband in the memory, it still served in the whole 

narrative of her and her husband as an intellectual couple with shared interest.  

This rhetorical move of concealing personal attachment to objects beneath a 

familial narrative will recur throughout this chapter. I argue that this is because women 

could not, as male collectors did, directly express and self-indulgently celebrate their own 

obsession through analogies between their love for objects and love for sex — to do so 

would be too transgressive of the moral standards expected of them as elite women and 

wives. Thus, expressing oneself as directly as Li Qingzhao’s declaration that she “cannot 

stand it” already represents an extreme — and most such expressions remain concealed 

beneath the moral veil of “supporting one’s husband’s collection” or “supporting the 

family’s collection”. 

Li Qingzhao’s emotionally and intellectually passionate marriage became 

influential for many women intellectuals living in the 19th century who shared the hobby 

of collecting with their husbands, such as Gu Taiqing (顾太清, 1799–1876) and Huang 

Youqin (黄友琴, fl. 1796–1850), but the most representative example among them might 
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be Xue Shaohui (薛绍徽, 1866–1911).27 She was a talented woman writer, translator, and 

activist who first translated Le tour du monde en quatre-vingts jours (Around the World 

in Eighty Days) by the French writer Jules Verne into Chinese. This novel became the 

first science fiction work to be introduced into China.28 

A reformist intellectual herself, Xue Shaohui also shared the hobby of collecting 

with her husband, a diplomat from Fuzhou like her. She wrote several poems depicting 

such intellectual and emotional resonance, some depicting their visit to Liulichang, the 

most popular antique market in Beijing. In the poem below, she depicted herself as a wise 

intellectual and generous patron, but also reminded her husband of the cultural 

seriousness carried by the ancient books.  

Someone wants to sell a set of history books edited by Master Chen 

Gongfu. The printing was in cinnabar-lead five colors, and has a uniquely 

antique fragrance. My husband loves it, but is worried about the price. So I took 

off my golden bracelet to pay for it and composed this poem. 

Does it matter, if only one of my arms is adorned with a fine bracelet? 

The beautifully printed histories astonished more than any fragrance. 

Know this: among all the writers of Zuohai (Fuzhou), 

The wheel of great elegance has always awaited your support. 

 

有人以陳恭甫先生手校汲古閣十七史求售，丹鉛五色，郁為古香，

外子愛之，苦不得值，余脫臂金以償，並系以詩： 

鈿合何妨半臂分，琳琅乙部異香熏。 

應知左海文章盡，大雅扶輪總望君。29 

 

27  Brown, “The Women of Liulichang: Chinese Women as Collectors and Bibliophiles at the Turn-of-the-
Century”, in Material Women, 1750-1950: consuming desires and collecting practices, 279-294. 
28  Qian, Politics, Poetics, and Gender in Late Qing China, 193. 
29  Xue Shaohui, Daiyun Lou Yiji, 1.7 a.  
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Compared to the virtuous wife in Wen Zhengming’s account, Xue Shaohui 

obviously represented a balance of equal involvement in the obsession of collecting 

culture that her husband and other male intellectuals shared, and equal moral heights. We 

may, of course say, that in the latter half of the poem, she continues to entrust the 

important task of “supporting the wheel of great elegance” to her husband rather than 

claiming it for herself. Yet what requires attention is that, by depicting herself as a 

generous patron and by further articulating this act of entrustment, this poem is an 

implicit show-off which does not hide that the poet was engaged actively both in the 

elegant “love for antiquities” shared by intellectuals and in her understanding of the 

serious responsibilities that underlie that passion reminded by the influential scholars in 

this field. It is precisely on this basis that she claims the authority and subjectivity to 

address her husband in such an instructive, almost pedagogical, tone. 

During the Sino-Japanese War several decades later, the theme of selling jewelry 

reappears in the case of Pan Su (潘素, 1915-1992). By this point, however, the need to 

expand family collection had been overtaken by the far more urgent agenda of a time of 

turbulence—namely, preventing the dispersal of existing holdings. This concern was 

further blended with a nationalist discourse centered on safeguarding the integrity of 

“national treasures.”30 Yet such action still stands as an expression of the couple’s shared 

passion and as a distinguishment of the female intellectual’s individual cultural 

 

30  Zhongguo Wenwu Xuehui, Xinzhongguo Juanxian Wenwu Jingpin Quanji: Zhang Boju, Pan Su Juan, 
70-71. 
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cultivation and moral authority. The issue of “national treasures” and women’s role as 

preservers will be discussed in detail in the second chapter. 

In sum, by analyzing women’s action of selling jewelry to patron family 

collections, I aim to reveal a characteristic way for female intellectuals to participate in 

the shared obsession with cultural commodities and thus distinguish themselves as equal 

intellectuals with elegant tastes as their husbands, even competing with and 

overshadowing their husbands. This action of patronage offered a valuable gendered 

perspective for us to interpret the issue of “passion” and “cramp” in late imperial Chinese 

material culture, which, in previous scholarship, has been depicted as exclusively enjoyed 

or criticized by male intellectuals.  

However, pleasure was not the only dimension of collecting in late imperial China. 

Anxiety over loss, along with grief provoked by vanished objects, was a constant 

presence, and for women, such burdens were even more difficult to bear, which will be 

illustrated in the next section. 

 

2.3 Literature as index and self-protection 

The theme of dispersal in Li Qingzhao’s Afterword to Records on Metal and 

Stone was also repeated by the Qing-period female poet Ji Lanyun (季蘭韵, 1793–1848) 

in her poems. Ji Lanyun was born in a literati intellectual family in the Jiangnan area and 

married into a family that possessed a rich collection of paintings and calligraphy. Her 

husband, Qu Songman (屈頌满, 1792–1816), was a young and talented intellectual and 

artist, and the couple, with mutual interests in appreciating paintings, had a pleasant 
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married life until her husband’s sudden death in 1816. She lived more than 30 years as a 

widow in economic hardship, until she died in 1848 after the emotional attack of her 

adopted son’s and a close friend’s death.31 

Ji Lanyun composed a large number of poems celebrating objects (yongwu 詠物), 

most of which were collections exhibited in the studio of this couple, “Embroidered 

Pouch Studio”. Among them were “Miscellaneous Summer Poems from the Embroidered 

Pouch Studio”, a poetic sequence consisting of thirty linked-verse (lianju 聯句) poems, 

composed alternately by her and her younger brother. Featuring altering authors in the 

middle of a structural symmetrical line, this is a genre of playfulness, requiring poets not 

only to be able to show off their own talent but also able to link and reconstruct their text 

with another’s.32 Setting aside her relaxed position, her life at this moment also appears to 

have been materially sustainable: despite her husband’s death, the precious rubbings, 

antiquities, calligraphy, and paintings in the couple’s studio were still preserved in their 

entirety. 

The first poem in this sequence takes as its subject an object from her father-in-

law’s collection: a rubbing of the inscription on the stone gate tower (que, 阙) at the 

Kaimu Temple on Mount Song, dating to the Eastern Han period. Notably, within a poem 

of only forty-nine characters, the poet inserts two unusually long annotations; the two in 

combination is even longer than two time of the original poem. One records the history of 

the object’s transmission within the family:  

 

31  Harvard University, Academia Sinica, and Peking University, China Biographical Database (May 2025), 
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/cbdb. 
32  Pollack, “Linked-verse poetry in China”, i-ii. 
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The Embroidered Pouch Studio housed a large collection of calligraphy 

and celebrated paintings. When my father-in-law went to take up office in 

Guangdong, he brought with him nearly all of these works, leaving at home only 

the painting “Four Immortals of Ink and Flowers” and the handscroll “Orchid 

and Rock from the Chu Garden”. He passed away while in office, and the works 

he had taken with him were all sold off; only this stele rubbing and the Ming-

dynasty album of “Poems of the Wine Immortal Monk Lin” by Zhu Yunming 

were brought back.  

繡囊齋收藏法書名畫甚富，竹田丈宦粵，盡攜以往，惟墨花四仙

圖、楚畹蘭石卷留家中。丈卒於官，攜往者俱售去，惟此碑與明祝京兆書

林酒仙詩冊得歸耳。33 

The other offers a precise description of the artifact itself: 

The complete stele originally comprised thirty-two lines and more than 

two hundred characters; the version now in our possession preserves only forty-

two characters of the title and twenty-six characters of the inscription itself, a 

total of merely sixty-eight characters.  

全碑三十二行、二百餘字，今所藏者題名四十二字、銘文二十六

字，共六十八字耳。34 

Ji Lanyun’s enumeration of objects and annotation on the inscription and the 

rubbing clearly imitate the format of catalogs compiled by Qing-dynasty antiquarians, 

while at the same time reflecting the female intellectual’s own structure of knowledge. 

Owing both to her status as a woman, she was unable to ascend Mount Song in person to 

 

33  Ji Lanyun, Chuwan Ge Ji, 10.12 b. 
34  Ibid. 
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examine the state of preservation of the stele as a whole like her male counterparts.35 She 

possessed only a single replica of the stele, and as a young widow, she lacked access to a 

broader network of peer scholars through which she might have obtained more. Nor did 

she seek, as professional antiquarians did, to engage in detailed scholarly debates 

concerning the total number of characters on the stele. She adopts the figure of thirty-two 

lines, which was the commonly accepted figure among scholars of her time — although, 

according to her contemporary antiquarian Feng Yunpeng (冯雲鵬, 1765–1839), this 

figure omits an additional three lines from the complete stele.36  

Therefore, we might say that, while Ji Lanyun still demonstrates considerable 

familiarity with the antiquarian scholarship of her time, more precise and detailed 

scholarly discussion was not her primary concern, whether due to intention or objective 

limitation. Instead, she was more invested in a meticulous accounting of the transmission 

of the object within the family and of the subsequent whereabouts of its associated 

materials. Through the concrete story of the object's transmission within the family, 

rigorous and rational evidential research is brought into conjunction with multivalent and 

emotionally resonant poetry. 

As Ji Lanyun’s circumstances grew increasingly impoverished, she was clearly 

compelled to sell off part of the collection to sustain the life of her and her adopted son. 

In the long poem entitled “Sitting Alone in the Embroidered Pouch Pavilion, Moonlit and 

Wind-Chilled, Overcome by Feelings of Past and Present, Composed at Random,” she 

recalls with pain the former abundance and careful order of the collections in this studio, 

 

35  Ye Yibao, Jinshi Lu Bu, 4.6 b- 4.7 a. 
36  Feng Yunpeng, Jinshi Suo, 8.30 a. 



 

23 

and laments their present fate: “In the secular world, only gold is prized/ and even 

collections were sold, the gain is slight/ On the calligraphy and paintings, the seal of “Qu 

family inheritance” still stains/ yet the objects themselves have already scattered early, 

like stars. (俗世貴黃金，投報殊草草。小印記家傳，胡為星散早。)37 

This long poem likewise enumerates a large number of objects that had once been 

part of the collection, and it is accompanied by two relatively brief annotations. One 

explains the seal referred to in the poem as “inherited by the Qu family,” while the other 

is entirely personal in nature. In it, she recalls an episode from her husband’s lifetime that 

grew out of their shared passion for collecting: “I once wished to acquire Lady Guan’s 

painting of ink bamboo but failed, and felt deeply disappointed. My husband gifted me 

with a note, saying that even if one were to obtain it, it would be no more than clouds and 

mist passing before the eyes.” (余欲購管夫人墨竹不果為悵，仙客貽札雲，即或得

之，亦如煙雲過眼也。) 38After this, her husband, wishing to console her, painted 

another ink bamboo for her with his own hand. This anecdote clearly remained vivid in 

her memory, becoming a story she repeatedly revisited through poetry and invoked again 

and again in her annotations.  

In this poem, Ji Lanyun expresses profound anguish. This pain clearly does not 

stem solely from the loss of objects that embodied shared memories with her husband. 

Rather, it also arises from her conviction that she, as a wife of the Qu family, bore the 

responsibility of preserving these “Qu family inheritance” objects whose value she 

 

37  Ji Lanyun, Chuwan Ge Ji, 5.14 a. 
38  Ibid. 
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deeply understood, yet which she was nevertheless forced to sell at unworthy prices. 

Such a burden was evidently a heavy one for a young widow to bear. 

Painful memories of this kind also appear in Li Qingzhao’s recollections. In the 

Afterword, she repeatedly recounts how the antiquities she and her husband had treasured 

were gradually lost during their flight from danger, until finally, “what remained were 

just one or two random and fragmentary volumes that did not make any complete title or 

set, together with just a few very ordinary calligraphy manuscripts.” Yet Li Qingzhao’s 

account is unmistakably more strategic. Corroborated by other historical sources, we 

know that at this point she still possessed an exceptionally large number of valuable 

books, and such exaggeration of loss thus appears to have functioned as a means of 

protecting the property that remained in her possession.39 

However, the dilemma of whether to prioritize the beloved family member or to 

prioritize the beloved collections reappeared in more urgent circumstances, and formed 

painful memories that even existed even between such a close couple based on mutual 

interests. Despite the close emotional relationship in their marriage, in Li Qingzhao’s 

accounts, she recalled the heartrending moment when the couple had to depart for escape: 

He pointed at me and answered from afar, “Go with the crowd. If you 

must, discard the household belongings first, then our clothes, then the books 

and paintings, and then the ancient vessels. But the ritual vessels, be sure to take 

them with you wherever you go.  

 

39  Egan, The Burden of Female Talent, 206-207 
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戟手遙應曰﹕“從眾，必不得已，先去輜重，次衣被，次書冊卷

軸，次古器，獨所謂宗器者，可自負抱，與身俱存亡，勿忘也。40 

Ronald C. Egan pointed out that this account implied her husband’s obsession on 

collection over his wife, “leaving her with burdens virtually impossible to bear as a 

widow,”41 and thus defend herself from the moral criticism over her remarriage.  

As she did not have to address the complicated issue of remarriage as did Li 

Qingzhao, Ji Lanyun does not adopt the kind of complex rhetorical strategy employed by 

her predecessor, yet she nonetheless spoke of the objects that remained in her possession 

in similar vague terms. From this long poem, we cannot ascertain whether the rubbings 

celebrated in the earlier poetic sequence she mentions were still extant. However, the 

literary mode of cataloguing that she adopts—one that she shares with Li Qingzhao—

precisely allows both women to write repeatedly about the difficulty of guarding property 

as widows, while withholding specific information about the exact nature of their 

holdings. Whether intentional or not, this strategy of writing is clearly both self-

protective and conducive to safeguarding their moral reputations. 

As a result, the emphasis on loss, grief, and dispersal should not be read merely as 

an acknowledgment of loss; rather, it simultaneously functions as a strategy — an 

assertion of prior possession and cultural authority, a rhetoric of "used to have" that 

stakes a claim to former status. Furthermore, her emphasis on the difficulty of preserving 

collections may also be understood as a means to emotionally justify the pain of having 

 

40  Ibid. 
41  Ibid. 212 
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to sell them, framing an economically compelled decision as an unfortunate but 

unavoidable circumstance. 

In sum, Ji Lanyun employs literature as her genre while simultaneously 

incorporating the methods of cataloguing, yet the scope of what she catalogues differs 

markedly from that of her male contemporaries. Rather than extant historical objects in 

the world, her catalogue encompasses artifacts transmitted within the family and her own 

memories of those objects. At the same time, the narrative mode she shares with Li 

Qingzhao reveals another gendered dimension of the late imperial Chinese intellectual 

obsession with cultural commodities: although women from intellectual families were 

able to participate in their husbands' collecting enterprises, they often had to confront the 

reality that, should the family suffer a crisis — especially the sudden death of the 

husband — they could scarcely protect such extensive and highly coveted property on 

their own. Under such circumstances, memories of a shared passion with their husbands 

served only to intensify the pain of being forced to sell off the collection. However, under 

such difficult circumstances, they strategically emphasizing their loss and in turn utilizing 

grief and loss as moral capital, thereby reducing the economic controversy and danger 

they, as young widows, would face. 

 

2.4 Extending rooms for female intellectuals 

Through the cases of Xue Shaohui and Ji Lanyun, this chapter examines how 

women intellectuals in nineteenth-century China participated in one of the most 

influential social currents of late imperial China: the obsession with, and collection of, 
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objects from the past. Xue Shaohui illustrates how women could share in the pleasures of 

collecting through acts of patronage, whereas Ji Lanyun, after a brief period of enjoyment, 

was compelled to confront the most painful aspects of such practices, and consequently 

mourned the dispersed collections that the family used to hold. Yet what was shared in 

both cases were their strategic modes of participation via literature. In contrast to male 

intellectuals, who openly displayed what could at times verge on a pathological 

attachment to objects, these women consistently placed the protection of their reputation 

and personal security at the forefront during their writing. Both strategies were deeply 

shaped by the legacy of an earlier pioneer and predecessor, Li Qingzhao, which extended 

back to the Song dynasty. However, whether due to the inherent exclusivity of collecting 

practices in late imperial China or to the absence of a perspective of delving into 

collecting households, such forms of participation have long been obscured. 

At the same time, by displaying their knowledge of antiquarian studies within 

literary writing, these women offered an implicit response to the conventional criticism 

that women’s poetry was limited in its subjects. The extensive incorporation of 

antiquities and the cataloguing of family history into a poem that celebrated objects—a 

genre frequently employed by women—by figures such as Ji Lanyun clearly functioned 

as a response to their contemporary tendency of critique exemplified by comments made 

by Shen Deqian (1673–1769)： 

 Poetry by women only takes wind, snow, flowers, and grasses as its 

lyrical subjects, as if there were nothing beyond these matters. Even when some 

poets may indeed grasp something of the true intent of poetry, it is often only an 

occasional lodging of feeling rather than a lifelong commitment. This is why 

there have been no renowned female writers of great talent, and why current 
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writers cannot, among women, stand on a par with the classics taught by Wei 

Cheng’s mother or the history written by Ban Zhao. 

女子之詩惟取嘲風雪，弄花草，若此外無餘事焉。即有得乎作詩之

旨也，然或偶焉寄託而非終身從事於其中，此大家所以無聞，不能與韋母

之經、班氏之史並高出於女子中也。42 

The challenges Xue Shaohui confronted, however, were considerably more 

complex. In comparison with her other, more overtly practical undertakings—such as 

translation work and advocacy for women’s education—collecting was readily construed 

as a harmless pastime. Xue Shaohui herself did not necessarily share this view, for rather 

than rejecting traditional forms of female intellectuals (cainǚ or xianyuan, 才女/賢媛) 

outright, she was clearly more interested in how they might be reformed. Yet the position 

of Liang Qichao (梁启超, 1873-1929), who had debated these issues with her and who 

called for a wholesale repudiation of such education,43 was evidently far more 

influential：“For women intellectuals to engage in studies devoted to mocking the wind 

and brushing the moon, to plucking flowers and playing with grasses, is already of 

doubtful legitimacy; how much more so, then, for them to pursue practical learning with 

the aim of putting it to use. Even if there existed exceptional talents, I would still 

recognize how difficult their endeavor must be.” (以此從事於批風抹月，拈花弄草之

學，猶未見其可，況於講求實學，以期致用；雖有異質，吾猶知其難矣。)44 

 

42  Shen Deqian, Preface, in Xu Deyin (c. 1681- after 1760), Lüjing Xuan Xuji, 1 a. 
43  Qian, Politics, Poetics, and Gender in Late Qing China, 145-150 
44  Liang Qichao, “Lun Nü Xue”, in Yinbing Shi Heji (vol. 1), 37-44. 
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However, with the rise of nationalism, the full outbreak of war, and the expansion 

of transnational trade in artworks and artifacts, collecting gradually ceased to be merely a 

personal pastime for Chinese women and was elevated to the level of preserving 

“national treasures” (guobao 國寶). This historical context also created opportunities for 

foreign female collectors to expand their careers in China. Based on this context, the 

following chapter will use the examples of Pan Dayu and Helen Ling to examine how 

women participated in this enterprise in the first half of the twentieth century. 
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3. National Treasures in a Global Market: Women and 

Collection in War-time China 

3.1 The Creation and Preservation of “National Treasures” 

In response to widespread looting of underground fossils and antiquities — 

especially the theft of Buddhist sculptures from cave temples within its territory — the 

Republican government promulgated the Regulations for the Preservation of Antiquities 

(guwu baocun fa 古物保存法) in 1930. The law stipulated that even privately owned 

antiquities of significance were subject to mandatory registration, and that registered 

antiquities could not be exported without authorization, aiming to control their circulation. 

This effort represents an attempt to achieve a convergence of national treasure and family 

collection. Family collections were no longer to be treated as solely private property 

subject to the owner's will, but as treasures that owners were responsible for preserving in 

the interest of the nation as a whole. However, this legislation did not succeed in curbing 

the outflow of cultural objects. Previous scholarship has already identified the most 

important reason for this failure: the Antiquities Preservation Committee, which was 

responsible for enforcing the law, consistently lacked independent authority even before 

the full outbreak of war.1  

In addition to this reason, I would also argue that when it came specifically to the 

regulation of privately owned antiquities, the situation was further shaped by the lack of 

trust that contemporary cultural elites placed in the state, particularly given the absence of 
 

1  Huang, “Taiwan Wenhua Fazhi Zhi Gengdie Jiqi Shijian Bijiao (1900-1982)”.  
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clear regulatory authority over such objects. While there was already broad consensus 

that newly excavated or newly discovered ownerless antiquities should not be permitted 

to leave the country, attitudes toward the circulation of privately owned cultural objects 

remained highly ambiguous. The career of Luo Zhenyu (1866–1940), one of the most 

respected philologists and collectors of the early twentieth century, is illustrative: he 

appealed for the establishment of museums and libraries to prevent artifacts, rare books, 

and manuscripts from leaving China, most famously advocating for the preservation of 

the Dunhuang manuscripts and the Grand Secretariat archives (daku dangan 大庫檔案). 

However, both appeals ultimately came to nothing owing to the corruption and 

incompetence of the relevant government agencies. In the end, Luo Zhenyu was forced to 

use his own funds to purchase, preserve, and publish the remnants of the Grand 

Secretariat archives that had narrowly escaped being sold to a paper mill. He later 

supported both his livelihood and his publishing activities through work as an art 

dealer — a career that adversely affected his reputation, since many of his clients were 

Japanese.2 

Luo Zhenyu’s case demonstrates that, although private collectors at this time were 

inevitably caught in intense tension between nationalist and personal narratives, the lofty 

mission of safeguarding national treasures was not necessarily incompatible with the 

practical necessity of selling antiquities to sustain private life. As we will see in the 

section on Helen Ling in this chapter, with the outbreak of war and the forced 

displacement of many families who possessed collections, the exigencies of survival 

 

2  Brown, Pastimes, 111-120; Chen, “Collecting as Cultural Technique: Materialistic Interventions into 
History in 20th Century China”, 96-97 
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became so acute that the sale of private collections to foreign buyers with the means to 

purchase them was all but unavoidable. 

Although the Republican state did not succeed in control the successful 

transformation from private collection to “national treasure” (guobao 國寶) is during the 

creation and preservation of Palace Museum, where fiercest conflicts between the privacy 

and collectiveness broke out around the imperial collections preserved in the Forbidden 

City. After the 1911 Revolution overturned the monarchy in China, the royal family was 

still permitted to live in the palace and manage the imperial collection. However, the 

royal collection continued to flow into the market because of smuggling by imperial 

servants and because the abdicated emperor continued to gift objects from the collection 

to visitors or sell them to support the living expenses of the royal family, or, in the worst 

cases, to sell or mortgage them for the expenses of the monarchy’s restoration plots.3 

Thus, controversy grew regarding whether the Qing court should have the right to the 

imperial collections. To tackle such controversy, the Palace Museum was founded, and 

discourses of nationalism, such as “national treasure”, were introduced in large amounts 

to defend the newly founded museum and incorporate it into the Nationalist Party’s 

revolutionary agenda. By doing so, the capability to preserve the imperial collection from 

dispersal was formally incorporated into the discourse of legitimacy for the state.4  

This conceptualization of “national treasure” is further reinforced during the 

preservation and migration of imperial collections during the Sino-Japanese war and the 

Chinese Civil War, which took around 30 years. The enormous costs involved in 

 

3  Hamlish, “Preserving the Palace”; Shi, “Qingshi Shoucang De Xiandai Zhuanhua”. 
4  Hamlish, “Preserving the Palace”. 
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relocating the cultural relics, together with their miraculously unscathed transfer, elevated 

the imperial collection’s symbolic value to a mythicized level.5 

This history of the palace museum which embodies the transformation of imperial 

collections from royal private property into national treasure was decisively shaped by 

the Nationalist government and official institutions, and this transformation in turn 

became part of the regime’s claim to political legitimacy. Although the inherent political 

character of the imperial collection limited any simple equation of it with the private 

collections of cultural elites.  

However, the incorporation of private collections into the category of “national 

treasure” shared several characteristics with it: the same mythicized integrity, as well as 

the huge cost to preserve it, in which women’s labor was actively involved. 

During this period, women appeared primarily in the roles of protectors and 

donors, and their names were, for the first time, directly and independently associated 

with specific collections in public narratives. This is no doubt a paradoxical extension of 

the pattern observed in private records, in which female intellectuals such as Li Qingzhao 

and Ji Lanyun only came to the foreground when their families faced crisis. PRC-era 

documents and propaganda, when recounting their contributions, often adopted a 

narrative pattern of this kind: during the war, these women protected collections from 

being damaged during war taken overseas through concrete, embodied labor; after the 

founding of the People’s Republic of China, they then selflessly and without 

compensation donated their inherited collections to the newly established museums. This 

 

5  Shi, “Qingshi Shoucang De Xiandai Zhuanhua”. 
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emphasis on embodied labor also at times derives from women’s own memories and 

narratives. 

The most representative example is Pan Dayu (潘达于, 1906-2007)’s account of 

preserving the family’s Dayu ding (Ritual tripod cauldron) and Dake ding, the latter of 

which is now one of the most prized bronze holdings of the Shanghai Museum. Pan Dayu 

married into the Pan family, a lineage renowned for its tradition of collecting in the 

Jiangnan area. After being widowed at the age of twenty, she was adopted into the family, 

changed her family name to Pan and thereafter managed its collections in accordance 

with the ancestral principle of “careful guardianship, never for display.” More than sixty 

years later, she was still able to recall in vivid detail the experience of burying the two 

bronzes in 1937, when she was forced to leave her home temporarily to seek refuge. She 

had a carpenter custom-make wooden chests and led the carpenter and her family in 

prying up the square floor tiles and digging through the earth inside the house. The chests 

were placed into the pit first, after which the two large ding were “slowly lowered into 

the chest at diagonal angles, with smaller bronzes and gold and silver objects packed into 

the remaining spaces.” She then carefully supervised the restoration of the earth and floor 

tiles to their original state. She also, with the helping hands of servants and family 

members, moved the family’s collection of books, calligraphy, and paintings into an 

inconspicuous small room, shut the door, and “piled old furniture outside to block it off, 

arranging everything to look casually disorderly.”6 Ultimately, both groups of the most 

important objects escaped intrusion and looting by the Japanese army towards their house. 

 

6  Zheng, Haishang Shoucang Shijia, 9-12. 
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Such descriptions almost resembled domestic labor in their attention to concrete 

techniques of concealment.  

This gendered and embodied memory was subsequently incorporated into the 

shaping of “national treasure” preservation, when Pan Dayu’s private memory was 

incorporated into public memory and state propaganda following her decision to donate 

the family collection to the newly founded Shanghai Museum. At the same time, we 

cannot overlook the context in which this heroic narrative emerged: many families, 

unlike the Pan household, were unable to preserve their most valuable possessions and 

were instead lost them in war or compelled to sell them—often, in a large number of 

cases, to foreign buyers. The independent female collector, Helen Ling, who will be 

examined in the following section, was precisely one of those who benefited from these 

circumstances. 
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Figure 3 The Shanghai Museum’s register of cultural relic donors is displayed on the wall 
near the entrance of the museum.  

Pan Dayu’s name is listed first for the year 1951 (first line). Photographed by the author. 
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Figure 4 Dake Ding 大克鼎, 10th century BCE China.  

Western Zhou Dynasty (ca. 1046-771 BCE). Bronze Ritual Vessel. H 93.1 cm. W. 

201.5 kg, Shanghai Museum, Shanghai, China. Photographed by the author. 

 

3.2 The Birth of a Female Collector 

As I have already explained in the Introduction, female intellectuals’ participation 

in collecting from the nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth century is 

difficult to translate straightforwardly into the identity of a “collector.” Toward the end of 
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this period, however, the distinctive and compelling case of Helen Ling offers another 

side of this picture: it shows under what conditions a woman who collected Chinese 

objects could be defined, without controversy, as a collector. 

Helen Dalling Ling (1901–1982, hereafter Helen Ling) was a ceramic collector 

and art dealer born in Ohio, United States. Helen Ling moved to China because of her 

marriage to a Chinese chemist, Tien-Gi Ling (called Ti-Gi in Helen Ling’s diary). The 

new couple lived in Shanghai from 1935 through 1950, where Helen Ling started her 

antique and gift shop called “Green Dragon” in 1938.7 Although she might be better 

known for her expanded business in Singapore after 1953 and for serving as the first 

president of the Southeast Asian Ceramic Society, the years in Shanghai successfully 

helped her accumulate knowledge, reputation, and relationships with other collectors that 

would continue to benefit her career after she left Shanghai.8 Among those relationships, 

the most important was her cooperation with the famous ceramic collector, Edward T. 

Chow 仇焱之 (1910–1980). 

Distinct from Chinese female intellectuals, who usually grew up in and married 

into elite intellectual families, Helen Ling gained her knowledge mostly through 

collecting practice after she opened the “Green Dragon.” It is not fair to say that she was 

totally ignorant of Chinese art before her business, but the knowledge she gained was 

very limited due to personal and economic factors. She started to learn about Chinese art 

through her service as a secretary at Columbia, visiting the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

and taking one course on “Chinese art” before she went to China in 1928, although, 

 

7  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1. 
8  Welch, Southeast Asian Ceramic Society (1969-2019), 7-10. 
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according to her autobiography, she did not gain much from the course. She continued to 

accumulate knowledge of Chinese history and culture, as well as constantly visiting 

antique shops after she moved to China, but she could not afford to buy them, meaning 

that she could neither learn through purchase nor enter the circle of core customers.9 

Nor did her husband, Tien-Gi Ling, engage in collecting alongside his wife in the 

manner typical of male Chinese literati. Helen Ling mentioned or implied several times in 

her autobiography that her husband’s “first love” was the refining technology of tung oil, 

and she did not mention anything about collecting as their shared hobby either in the 

biography or in her extant diary before 1950.10 After her husband left Shanghai because 

of his mission to build the first phosphorus factory in China, Helen Ling decided to open 

a gift shop with one of her friends, Elizabeth Lee, who later sold her share in the shop and 

rendered Helen Ling the sole owner of this business.11 Although Tien-Gi Ling was 

Chinese, aside from the initial capital of $250 for her shop, Helen Ling did not receive 

any help from him during the daily operation of the shop.12 If one must identify any other 

advantage that her marriage brought to her career, it would be that, as a woman who 

married a foreign national, she consequently lost her American citizenship, thus avoiding 

the fate of being interned in a concentration camp during the Japanese occupation. She 

also maintained her freedom to live and carry on business in Shanghai.13 This was not the 

case, unfortunately, for her more famous male predecessor, the American collector John 

 

9  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1. 
10  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1; Ling, 1949, 1950 
Diaries (1949-1950), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
11  Bari, “Helen D. Ling: Dealer, Collector, and Connoisseur”, in The Helen D. Ling collection of Chinese 
ceramics, 1-20. 
12  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1. 
13  Bari, “Helen D. Ling: Dealer, Collector, and Connoisseur”. 
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Calvin Ferguson (1866–1945), who was interned by the Japanese in Beijing from 1941 to 

1943.14 

I argue that it is precisely this inability to conduct collecting as a household that 

compelled Helen Ling to rely on her own transnational networks to accumulate 

knowledge and conduct transactions, thus contributing to her identity as an individual 

collector. From the outset, she was by no means operating in isolation, but instead 

benefited from guidance and advice from peers in the field. According to her son’s 

memoir, when the shop first opened, they relied on her partner’s husband, who had 

knowledge about collecting and relationships with dealers.15 Helen Ling, however, did 

not mention this foundation in her biography, instead claiming that she built the 

foundation of her knowledge while investigating objects that had been ordered by her 

clients but with which she herself was initially unfamiliar: after reading books and 

articles, she would visit Chinese antiquities dealers, who “patiently answered” her 

questions, although “not always correctly,” and allowed her to take their stock on 

consignment.16 Regardless of whether she relied entirely on her partners in the early years, 

she clearly and rapidly accumulated the skills and connections necessary to operate the 

shop, as evidenced by the fact that in 1941, three years later, she purchased her partners’ 

share from the couple and thereafter ran the “Green Dragon” independently. Meanwhile, 

she kept reading and taking notes alongside her learning in practice.17 

 

14  Lawton. A Time of Transition: Two Collectors of Chinese Art, 95-97. 
15  Ling, James G. Shanghai Occupied, 75-76. 
16  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1. 
17  For example, the pages of Helen Ling's diary from January 3 to 17, 1949 are all notes she kept from her 
learning and reading. The knowledge she recorded also includes some that seems somewhat removed from 
her career as an art dealer, such as the January 7 notes, which were mostly about Chinese poetry. See Ling, 
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According to her son’s record, it was precisely her transnationality that triggered 

these Chinese dealers’ willingness to guide her: “since she was a foreigner they found her 

very intriguing.”18 Their forms of consignment were also profitable for the Chinese 

dealers as well, as they were enabled to do business with foreign communities in 

Shanghai via Helen Ling’s transnational connection and reputation, where the upper 

classes had a relatively stable cash flow as well as a fashion for collecting Chinese art. By 

contrast, it was more difficult for Chinese clients during the wartime period to sustain 

their demand and cash flow. Helen Ling’s reputation within foreign communities, in turn, 

was first gained from its reasonable prices and money-back guarantee policy, which was 

still unusual in Shanghai (book).19 

Helen Ling also maintained her professional reputation by giving lectures in 

foreign communities, both on official occasions, such as to officers from the U.S. 

Department of Information and Education, and in smaller female clubs such as the Young 

Women’s Christian Association.20 It is also worth noting that she was not the only 

woman giving such lectures to curious audiences from the West. She mentioned in her 

diary, “Mrs. L(eppich) says she got $500 for one lecture in Chinese art at Lake Placid. 

These people have so much more nerve, or aggressiveness, or something than I ever 

will.” 21 Although she regarded herself as unable to attain the same stature as her peer, 

this lady nevertheless clearly became a successful example for her, as she recorded when 
 

 

1949, 1950 Diaries (1949-1950), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1; Also see Ling, James G. 
Shanghai Occupied, 78. 
18  Ling, James G. Shanghai Occupied, 78. 
19  Bari, “Helen D. Ling: Dealer, Collector, and Connoisseur”. 
20  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (February 22, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
21  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (March 12, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
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she met Mrs. Leppich again two months later: “Had dinner with Mrs. Leppich. I can’t 

quite make her out. She is very authoritative in her statements and is a queer combination 

of serious student and ‘arty’ dabbler.” 22 

Despite relying on stock from her Chinese collaborators, once the business had 

gained momentum, Helen Ling was able to gain more knowledge from handling a wider 

range of objects. In periods other than wartime, such objects would not have entered the 

market in such abundance, as they did when refugee families fled to Shanghai and had to 

sell their family collections for more practical concerns such as food and shelter.23 This 

personal success also provides important context for understanding the process discussed 

in the previous section, whereby “national treasures” in a broader, macro sense came to 

be absorbed into private collections. It is precisely because war rendered the dispersal of 

private collections an irreversible inevitability, and because prevailing economic 

conditions in the global art market led to the irreversible flow of dispersed objects abroad,  

that efforts to preserve collections at the individual level gradually converged, at least on 

an ideal plane, with the project of safeguarding national treasures in China. This 

convergence was ultimately consummated through acts of donation, when private 

collections were transferred by donors (including the prominent women donors discussed 

above) into public, and ultimately, national treasures. 

The most valuable opportunity to accumulate knowledge, as well as the collection 

Helen Ling gained, came from Jacob Emil Melchior (1879–1945), a Danish businessman 

and collector of Chinese ceramics. According to Helen Ling, he had “perhaps the finest 

 

22  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (April 14, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
23  Bari, “Helen D. Ling: Dealer, Collector, and Connoisseur”. 
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collections of early proto-porcelains ever assembled.”24 This might be an exaggeration, 

but Melchior did hold a grand collection that could benefit any learner who could touch 

and study it, as by 1934 his collection contained more than a thousand objects, and 

probably many more by the time Helen Ling was introduced to him.25 The relationship 

with Melchior also allowed her to build a relationship with one of her most important 

collaborators, Edward T. Chow. Having begun to work as an apprentice in antique shops 

at the age of thirteen, he gained his knowledge both from an esteemed Chinese dealer and 

from access to Melchior’s collection.26 

Although Melchior “never allowed anyone to touch his collection”, Helen Ling 

managed to persuade him to allow her to participate in compiling a catalogue of his 

collection.27 She then worked closely with Edward Chow until they left Shanghai after 

the Communist occupation, and she was listed as the first person among the “special 

thanks” in the preface of the first part of the catalogue, with praise as “without whose 

untiring help and exchanged criticism this work would not have been finished”.28 After 

Melchior’s death in 1945, Helen Ling bought part of his collection, a portion of which 

was acquired by the Freer Gallery of Art, while the remainder became part of her 

treasured private collection.  

 

24  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1. 
25  See the National Museum of Asian Art's note 1 for a slops jar (zhadou, Accession Number 
F1952.21a-b), formerly collected by Melchior. https://asia.si.edu/explore-art-
culture/collections/search/edanmdm:fsg_F1952.21a-b/ 
26  Chan, “Collecting Chinese Art in Hong Kong from 1949 to 1997: Collectors, Museums and the Art 
Market”, 64-67. 
27  Ling, Autobiographical Writing (1963), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 1, Folder 1. 
28  Early Chinese Potteries and Porcelains of the Shang, Chou, Chin, Han Dynasties: Collection of the Late 
J. E. Melchior (Published in 1945), VII-VIII, in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 7, folder 2. 
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Figure 5 Five-spouted jar. early 1st-early 3rd century. Previous collected by Jacob Emil 
Melchior and then Helen D. Ling.  

Zhejiang province, China. Stoneware with traces of ash glaze. H x W x D: 26.5 x 19.7 x 

19.7 cm. Freer Gallery of Art Collection, National Museum of Art, Washington DC, US. 

 

Helen Ling’s reputation among Chinese collectors likewise evolved from that of 

an “intriguing” novice to that of a trusted professional worthy of being shown prized 

holdings, despite her identity as a foreign woman. Her son recalled how she earned 

access to private collections through her expertise: a collector first tested her by showing 
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her a forged Ming-dynasty vase, and only after she identified it at a glance did he proceed 

to reveal the finest pieces in his collection.29 

 

3.3 The Burden of a Female Collector 

From the case study above, I argue that Helen Ling quickly became an 

independent collector by relying on her own knowledge and individual transnational 

networks, rather than functioning within a collecting household as her Chinese female 

counterparts. Moreover, in contrast to the widows discussed in the earlier chapter who 

guarded collections with caution, Helen Ling’s case marks, for a woman, the first 

instance in which a collector’s reputation became a form of capital rather than a source of 

danger. Through her expertise and professional reputation, she was able to cultivate 

partnerships and gain access to objects and knowledge unavailable to novices. All of this 

was made possible by the global market in art and antiquities, as well as by her 

advantageous position within that market (specifically and her capability to bring demand 

and cash flow) and, of course, by imperial power that ultimately secure her economic and 

personal safety in this market. Although she herself had lost her American citizenship, 

she continued to maintain connections with other American citizens and even with U.S. 

official institutions. 

Yet the conclusion does not end here. Drawing on her private diary from 1949, as 

well as later reconstructions of her life by family members and scholars, I will further 

examine how, once this identity of an individual collector had been established, it rapidly 

 

29  Ling, James G. Shanghai Occupied, 78. 
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expanded into an illusion and came to possess subsequent understandings of her life 

trajectory, even for the closest members of her family.  

Helen Ling was forced to choose whether to leave Shanghai or not, facing the 

Communist occupation of Shanghai in 1949. Although her husband, Tien-Gi Ling, 

planned to leave for Taiwan, she insisted on staying in Shanghai at first. According to the 

letters between her son and husband in May 1949, they attributed their temporary failure 

to persuade her to leave Shanghai to her dedication to working on the catalog, as well as 

her business in the shop. Later research on her life trajectory further commented, “In 

focusing her energies on her immediate tasks, she turned a blind eye toward the future.”30 

My work on Helen Ling’s diary from 1949, however, tells a very different story, 

as she repeatedly expressed a desire to leave war-torn China. From as early as 1937, she 

had been deeply distressed by the war; in a letter to family members in the United States, 

she wrote, “Our beautiful China is ruined”.31 By 1949, the further devastation wrought by 

war upon the city of Shanghai had plunged her into sustained depression. In her diary of 

June 4, she articulated her revulsion toward the current situation in China in strikingly 

resolute terms, writing, “My first impulse is to go far away where I never have to see 

them again.” Yet she attributed her inability to leave to her family ties to China: “The fact 

that I am tied to them by T. G. and Jimmy nearly drives me mad.”32 Her diary on June 5 

reiterates this desire for departure: “The only thing I can think of is how to get away.33 

 

30  Bari, “Helen D. Ling: Dealer, Collector, and Connoisseur”. 
31  Ling, James G. Shanghai Occupied, 59. 
32  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (June 4, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
33  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (June 5, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
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It cannot be denied that her ongoing involvement in collecting occasionally 

brought her moments of rare and genuine joy. For instance, in her diary of October 23, 

she wrote: “Such an exciting day! […] Chow phoned that he had the Ting Yao wine pot. I 

went down to see it without waiting for supper. Most beautiful piece I ever saw. He is 

giving me the Kwang chow cup and saucer.”34 Yet such moments of exhilaration were 

fleeting and insufficient to sustain a long-term decision to remain in Shanghai. Notably, 

what her family members and later scholars have often assumed to be her primary 

motivation for staying—her working on the catalog with Edward Chow—is described in 

her diary in a negative tone: “it is all so useless and utterly futile keeps me from 

accomplishing anything”. 35 

These two sharply divergent narratives both derive from private, first-hand 

materials produced by the historical actor herself; I therefore see no reason to assume that 

either was motivated by deception. What, then, accounts for Helen Ling’s prolonged 

hesitation and her decision not to leave China until 1950? The only diary entry that may 

shed light on her state of mind is that of June 11, which appears to record a conflict with 

her husband. She characterizes his attitude as one of “patriotism and hope,” while 

describing her own as marked by “bitterness and disgust for the whole mess.”36 A more 

plausible explanation, therefore, is that she may have been pessimistic about the fate of 

the Guomindang after its retreat to Taiwan, anticipating that it would soon be destroyed 

by CCP forces, and thus refusing to depart for Taiwan. Her family members and later 

 

34  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (October 23, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
35  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (June 8, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 
36  Ling, 1949, 1950 Diaries (June 11, 1949), in Helen D. Ling Papers, Box 3, Folder 1. 



 

48 

scholars, however, appear to have misread this pessimism, hastily construing it as 

causally linked to her commitment to collecting. 

This misunderstanding once again forms a striking irony in contrast to the 

collecting practices of premodern Chinese female intellectuals: when Chinese 

intellectuals lamented the dispersal of collections, their words were read as expressions of 

sorrow over personal fate; in contrast, when a woman collector like Helen Ling agonized 

over her personal fate, her expression was interpreted as obsession in her collecting 

pursuits. At the same time, this observation echoes my argument in the introduction: our 

prevailing imaginaries of the identity of an individual “collector” are grounded almost 

entirely in possession of, as well as the obsession with objects, while sharing and 

understanding are not treated as necessary components of this imaginary. 

However, despite my repeated emphasis above on the distinction between women 

as collectors and women within collecting households, even a collector such as Helen 

Ling—who relied largely on her own resources and on networks within foreign 

communities—continued to benefit from the legacy of women in collecting households, 

especially the practical and symbolic inheritance associated with Li Qingzhao. When she 

hurriedly left Shanghai for Hong Kong in 1950, she was forced to leave most of her 

collection behind, although she managed to ship some pieces to the United States and to 

carry others with her.37 This might have urged her to express a striking sense of 

identification with Li Qingzhao’s experience in a lecture delivered in Singapore in 1956 

entitled “The Joys and Trials of a Collector”, describing her as “more like ourselves, 

living in chaotic times, with not much money to spare for extras.” She went on to recount 
 

37 Bari, “Helen D. Ling: Dealer, Collector, and Connoisseur”. 
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how Li Qingzhao lost the greater part of her collection in exile, yet derived “comfort 

from remaining pieces,” and ultimately found herself “again with her husband in the Hall 

of Peace and Quiet”.38 Here, women who participated in collecting in these two different 

forms to recognize and identify with one another base on their shared life experiences and 

parallel trajectories of their collections ultimately. 

 

 

 

38 Ling, “The Joys and Trials of a Collector”, lecture notes (1956), in Helen D. Ling Papers, box 9, folder 7. 
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4. Conclusion 

At the end of this thesis, I would like to ask a big question: what is collecting? Is 

the mission of a collector ended as soon as a collection has been built? My research 

clearly yields a negative answer. I demonstrate the efforts women made to maintain, 

preserve, and commemorate collections; even when dispersal proved unavoidable, these 

efforts nevertheless contributed to the construction of a meaningful afterlife for the 

collection. In this sense, my study offers a more inclusive perspective, one that moves 

beyond an exclusive focus on the ecstasy and obsession of individual possession and 

instead understands collecting and dispersal as part of a single life cycle. Through its 

repeated circulation, this cycle generates new meanings: sometimes a heightened 

appreciation of what remains, and at other times a redefinition of existing holdings, as in 

the case of “national treasures.” 

Therefore, this thesis argues that women were not excluded from Chinese 

collecting culture, but that their contributions were difficult to translate into the modern 

identity of the "collector," which features a possessive self rather than an effort to 

preserve. I then try to address the question of women's absence in collecting culture that 

scholars have raised in previous studies by analyzing two premodern means of 

participation (patronage and memory) and one modern pattern of participation (the 

preservation of national treasures). These are, of course, not the only patterns of 

participation, but they share the characteristic of contributing to a collecting household 

rather than to an individual identity of the collector. However, these patterns also allowed 

women to demonstrate their clear familiarity with the most current trends in 
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contemporary collecting culture, such as connoisseurship, knowledge, and the nationalist 

approach to preservation. What made tracing their participation more difficult was 

premodern female intellectuals’ preference for carefully avoiding this identity in order to 

secure their reputation and safety. 

Helen Ling’s case, by contrast, symbolically marks the end of this pattern: a 

woman newly entering the Chinese art market was able to leverage her own networks and 

profit from the dispersal of other households' collections, thereby successfully 

establishing her career and reputation and coming to be recognized as an unambiguous 

individual collector. However, her simultaneous salute to the model of Li Qingzhao also 

revealed a consciousness of a gendered collecting tradition, which may be more 

significant than we have previously conceptualized in the study of art history, history, or 

literature. 

Art historians have offered a valuable conceptualization of the culture of 

accumulating cultural commodities; yet in my study, drawing on historical and literary 

materials, I reveal a culture of preserving existing collections and mourning dispersed 

ones — an approach that opens a cultural-historical perspective on questions of material 

culture in early modern and modern China. 

Owing to time constraints, I was unable to fully address women’s different 

relationship with objects from that of men through the poetry of Yongwu, particularly if 

we consider the social fact of women’s lack of legal ownership over things in premodern 

China. It may also be worthwhile to compare premodern and modern periods through the 

notion of nationhood or political upheaval, since the dispersal of objects and collections 

was also an important theme in literature during the Ming-Qing transition. 
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Furthermore, due to my current lack of access to Chinese archives, my analysis of 

twentieth-century case studies has necessarily focused on Helen Ling’s identity as a 

collector. In doing so, I have been able to touch only briefly on several important modes 

of women's contribution within collecting households — in particular, the ways in which 

women in collecting families during the Sino-Japanese War, such as Pan Dayu and Pan 

Su, responded to and helped shape the discourse of the “national treasure” through their 

own labor. It would also be worthwhile to explore how the identity of donor subsequently 

brought tangible benefits to these women and their families after the establishment of the 

new regime, and how they maintained and cultivated that identity over time. It would 

similarly be fruitful to trace Helen Ling’s trajectory, and that of her collection, to the 

United States and Taiwan in the context of the Nationalist retreat to Taiwan — alongside 

the imperial collection in the Palace Museum — which would form an illuminating 

comparison with the journey of private collections during this period. 

The most compelling question waiting to be explored may lie in the very title of 

this thesis, “Claiming Li Qingzhao’s Legacy”: across the cases I examine — whether 

female patrons and memorialists within collecting households in the nineteenth century, 

or female donors and dealers navigating the twentieth-century art market — there is a 

remarkably consistent gesture of invoking Li Qingzhao as a model, whether in terms of 

her collecting passions, her strategies, or her emotions towards possession and dispersal. 

The Song dynasty poet and collector becomes a recurring point of reference and a figure 

of identification for women engaging with collecting culture across vastly different 

historical moments. This convention raises a further question: does it reflect a self-
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consciousness about participating in a gendered tradition? And further — is it evidence of 

an active effort to construct one? 

I leave these questions to my future research during my PhD study and to other 

scholars. 
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