


“The Shocking Sighting of a Sasquatch”

Finally, there were times when the Pictorial writers and artists simply gave their
viewers a good old-fashioned tale of the strange—only now they were illustrated with
finesse and drama. Wu Youru’s lithograph for the account of a human-appearing
animal that was desecrating graves in the Guangdong county of Kaiping is starkly
beautiful and horrifying. Despite the headline, what would truly have been shocking to
viewers would be the sight of an opened coffin, its occupant on display, however
languidly.

“the Shocking Sighting of a Sasquatch”
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Translated caption:

“The Shocking Sighting of a Sasquatch.

The existence of a strange wild beast was recently reported in Kaiping county of
Zhaoqing prefecture, Guangdong province. The creature is described as vaguely
resembling a human being though some nine feet tall, with a massive oddly-shaped
head and claws on its hands and feet as sharp as knives. ...
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“Female Ghost Demands a Life”

More conventional in its visual narrative but hardly less thrilling is Jin Chanxiang’s
depiction of the revenge of a wronged dead servant girl, who toppled her lascivious
former master into a vat of boiling sugar syrup. Some viewers might have been
thrilled; some might have quickly flipped the page and stashed the issue out of view.
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“Female Ghost Demands a Life”
LR A
1890 shen (Vol. 20, p. 24)
artist Jin Chanxiang
(Jin Gui)
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Dangerous Women and Undue Devotions

An urban milieu that encouraged social mixing across gender and class lines, against
an increasingly transnational economic backdrop that encouraged entrepreneurialism
verging on charlatanism, brought worry as well as excitement to the largely
Confucian-educated men who wrote the Dianshizhai. Some of the things they saw
around them had long concerned men of their station, such as women increasing their
public presence outside of the household, or the increased influence and power of
religious institutions or the underclass. In a place such as Shanghai such phenomena
were concentrated and their proliferation accelerated, however; furthermore the
editors, writers, and artists of the pictorial always saw the paper as a platform to
express their opinions. Viewers, on the other hand, may have derived alternate
interpretations from some of the frankly humorous or titillating stories and
illustrations. [12]



“Prostitute Tumbles from Building”

If Wu Youru was the master of the naval battle, Jin Chanxiang (Jin Gui)—after Wu,
the second most prolific Dianshizhai artist—flourished amid the courtesans and the
uncanny. [13] His rendering of the accidental tumble of a courtesan and her companion
from a Shanghai teahouse balcony uses motion to suggest perspective, thrusting the
unfortunate pair towards the viewer. Thus he transforms what in the text is a tale of
urban change and decay into a comical scene. [14]

|

T

dTERFAIIRBLzzRD
.f-,r;uf:"f?-.'zx'svz,‘;.‘i‘»gﬂ & x R
A (R SRR P
! 0'3.11{:2*,‘““'1°.»R5‘,?l§ "
4 BaiByiglsg e
oAtk siirlagand
. 7 . -5
1 h’dnif_}';;.}%&i;:lﬁ;i
| Ouiiiwsalrijzaty
cRAgRAsstatiias
' O .q')"'<‘)y-1~.’g\f
S T L R O el
3R28ad ke
| ;‘\‘.,'if-ﬁ:’.{-:‘ b
: A ELRELENT)
| R 3532332523 2
! — .

“Prostitute Tumbles from Building”

B
1886 geng (Vol. 9, p. 40)
artist Jin Gui (Jin Chanxiang)
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Translated caption:

“During the early Tongzhi reign, Lishui Tai started the trend of grandiose teahouses
in the northern district Hubei section of Shanghai. The three-floor teahouse faces
the river, the spacious building allowing people to enjoy the sunshine in winter and
to escape heat in summer. The alley to the west was occupied by brothels, where
people could converse with customers at the teahouse’s balustrade. ...

“Soul Mate? Sore Mate?”’

Tian Zilin also employs the drama of bodies captured in violent motion to excellent
effect in depicting the shooting of a Japanese consular official in Germany by his
Belgian lover, “Jenny”, upon her discovery that he was already married. Tian’s
imagination of the German surroundings of a Meiji official speak more to Shanghai:
the European-style buildings are filled with a mixture of Chinese and Western
furnishings. The riot of pattern on Jenny’s clothing is a magnificent display of the
merging of woodblock technique and the possibilities of the lithograph. But the
shooting itself is the tour de force: the detail of the weapon (and the spare on the
table), the billow of the discharge, and the flying body of the consul.
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artist Tian Zilin
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Along with science, gender, and the body, religion constituted a flash point in the
pages of the Dianshizhai Pictorial and its parent publication Shenbao. Perhaps even
more so than those other topics, with religion the conflict was subtle, as the 1880s
and 1890s were a period of gradual shifts in concepts and attitudes. Critiques of
aspects of the Chinese religious landscape launched from a perspective that might be
termed Confucian moralist—suspicion, skepticism, or competitive attitudes towards
Buddhist and Daoist clergy, disdain for popular healers, and concern over
wastefulness in ritual expenditures—began to merge with the very new concept that
religion in general might be condemned wholesale as unscientific and therefore
“superstitious.” [15]

Yet Shanghai—along with the Jiangnan region as well as other treaty ports and large
cities—was at the same time the center of renewed vigor in religious and philanthropic
activity in the wake of the cataclysmic destruction of the Taiping Rebellion and China’s
numerous other midcentury domestic and foreign conflicts, as well as natural disasters
such as the massive 1876-79 North China Famine. The “merchant literati” writing,
illustrating, reading, and viewing the Dianshizhai were enmeshed in all elements of
this matrix. Critique of the social dangers of religious excess appears alongside
expressions of devotion, as well as an emerging sense of China on the world religious
stage. [16]
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“Lighting Human Flesh Lamps”

Thus “Lighting Flesh Lamps” voices a longstanding literati complaint about the
unseemly spectacle of temple festivals—especially “hot and noisy” and potentially
heterodox festivals such as those surrounding Zhongyuan (Yulanpen or Yulanbang),
the central point of the seventh lunar month, or the “ghost festival.” Rites for the care
and management of wandering ghosts mixed the sexes and classes and involved ritual
specialists and temples of a variety of backgrounds—Buddhist, Daoist, local religion,
and more. As with a great range of Chinese religious activity, it was not so much that
literati eschewed the Ghost Festival completely as they objected to certain aspects of
it while wholly participating in others (such as supporting the performance of
devotional operas centered around the tale of the filial son Mulian).

Here the objection is to the transformation of bodies into penitential offerings by
hanging lights or incense burners from the extremities: the creation of so-called
“human flesh lamps.” In Ma Ziming’s illustration the penitents stand inside a City God
temple, and in front and in reverence of the bodhisattva Dizang (Ksitigarbha), who
delivers the dead from the punishments of hell. Though the text condescends to the
“unread village ignoramuses” who could be forgiven for believing fallacies such as the
imperviousness of the flesh of the devoted, as with the case of the head of the Wild
Man, the lithograph serves to demonstrate—and thus in a way disseminate—the very
practice being condemned. Graphic details such as the pilgrims in the lower right
corner, with their mobile altars stocked with candles and offerings, offer rare and
intriguing visual records. [17]
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