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“Benglon” (Metrorrhagia
and Metrostaxis) and Female
Bodies in Jinpingmei

Yuan-yuan Cheng”

Abstract

By probing into the way Chinese physicians of the late
Ming treated the female disease “benglon,” this article analyzes
the relationship between pre-modern Chinese medicine and
the narrative strategy of Jinpingmei. It also examines how the
disease benglon was used as a metaphor in this fiction. In the
late Ming dynasty, medical books and fiction were both
mediums of medical concepts. However, since reality is not
merely narrated but reconstructed in fiction, these two
mediums presented different body cognition. Thus, to
understand the view of body throughout the whole fiction,
we need to analyze the physician’s perception of the body,
medical treatment, narrative strategy, and the mythological
essence of the disease in fiction. Late Ming physicians
engaged in two forms of diagnosis and treatment of benglon.
First, they focused on the relationship between emotion and

viscera. As far as the author of Jinpingmei was concerned, this
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was one of the knowledge structures of disease writing. By
describing the living situation of Li Ping’er(ZEH5L), the
author of [impingmei tried to express how sad, angry, and
depressed she was, and thereby constructed the context of the
disease. Second, late Ming physicians argued that violating the
taboo against sex caused benglon. Hence, “blood” became a
metaphor of crossing boundaries and death. In accordance
with this view, it is necessary to consider the deaths of both
Ping’er and Ximen Qing (Fif*IB#), since the latter died from
excessive sex. As for narrative pattern, Jinpingmei trelates the
cause of disease, symptoms, pulse conditions, pathology,
prognosis, and medical prescription in great detail. There are
both correct and mistaken diagnoses in the novel. In
comparison with medical books, readers could see ambiguous
simplications in the medical treatment. As well, both the
authors of Jinpingmei and medical books tended to describe the
connection between the body and the natural order. In
conclusion, just like the medical discourse in late Ming period,
it is shown that the female body in [inpingmei is not only a
“reproductive body” but also a “moral body.” The way of
forming the body reveals the disease as a profound metaphor.
Furthermore, we can also comprehend the fiction and the

historical context through the philosophy of medical practice.

Key Words: Jinpingmei, benglou, metrorrhagia and metrostaxis,
pre-modern Chinese medicine, sexuality, body



