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Daily Life, Commercialized Knowledge, and Cultural
Consumption: Late-Ming Fujian Household Encyclopedias
on Calligraphy and Painting

Wang Cheng-hua*

Abstract

The late-Ming household encyclopedias (riyong leishu) produced in Jianyang,
Fujian, have long attracted the attention of historians as sources that offer some
insight into the daily lives of commoners. This study, however, does not treat these
cheap imprints as direct reflections of contemporary social realities but as a category
of cultural products that played an important role in the prospering print culture and
cultural consumption of late-Ming China. First, this study analyzes the commercial
strategy of the Fujian publishers, examining their target audience. They produced a
large number of household encyclopedias, of which we still have at least thirty-five
editions.  Since there were several kinds of household encyclopedias circulating in
late-Ming book markets, the differences in their specific content, style, and printing
quality help us discover why and among whom the Fujian encyclopedias were
popular. They met the needs of functionally literate people who were not highly
educated, but who had enough disposable income to learn about urban culture.
These people constituted a group of new cultural consumers distinguishable from the
educated literati and rich merchants who had a long history of consuming books and

other cultural products.
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Then, this study focuses on the sections on calligraphy and painting in several
editions of the encyclopedias to examine how the Fujian household encyclopedia
helped to create meanings for everyday life and delineate alternative social spaces.
First, it is clear that these publications represent late-Ming fashion in art and culture.
Artistic work was deeply implicated in daily life; for example, playing visual games
with Chinese characters in seal script could be fashionable in social gatherings.
Second, the artistic knowledge promoted by Fujian encyclopedias reveals a great deal
about how social practices related to art in the late Ming—a view that is very different
from what we have learned from literati writings on art. If reading as a kind of
social practice exerts social influence, we can also detect a social space that was
formed by the circulation of the Fujian household encyclopedias. And this social
space, regardless of its differences from upper class social space, demands that we

reconsider the dichotomy between “elite culture” and “popular culture.”

Keywords: daily life, commercialized knowledge, cultural consumption,

household encyclopedia

-85-





