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It’s early May in the Midwest. The windows are open, the daffodils
are in full profusion, and I have promised myself I will complete
a draft of my acknowledgments before dinnertime. It’s humbling
to have acknowledgments to write..The word “acknowledgment”
implies knowing, recognizing, and admitting. Perhaps many readers
skip this section of the book altogether, rushing past the preface and
through the table of contents to land in the first chapter. Over the
past decades, I have come to appreciate these published words of
gratitude. The root of the word “gratitude” is gratus from Latin,
meaning “pleasing” or “thankful.” Who does an author feel
grateful towards and why? If this book invites you, the reader, into
the late Ming “forest of dreams,” then my acknowledgments section
introduces you to my mentors, guides, critics, and friends, all of
whom helped me see the forest for the trees and pushed me to
improve and then complete this project. I hope you will find your-
self in this forest, whether literally as somebody to whom I owe
thanks, or perhaps simply as someone who recognizes the impor-
tance of offering thanks where it is due. I am tempted to begin at
the beginning, but I do not wish to try your patience, so I instead
begin in the years after I defended my PhD dissertation in 2012,
circumambulating my temporally bounded gratitude.
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Preface

I dream.

I stand in the kitchen of an old wooden home in the woods.
There are no panes of glass or screens inthe kitchen’s wide window,
which is shuttered open, and overlooks a thick grove of pine trees.
The room is pleasantly warm from the heat of the kitchen fire, and
there is a cool breeze in the air. I turn to the stone bhearth and lift a
pot lid to reveal perfectly steamed rice. I paddle some of the rice
into a red lacquer dish. Then, I dip my bhands into a bowl of cold
water and gently form the rice into the character tai §&, often trans-
lated into English as attitude, state, appearance, or condition. The
white rice glistens against the red lacquer backdrop. 1 step back to
re-read the character. I carefully ladle piping hot curry from another
pot over the top of the character, close the lid to the lacquer dish,
and carry it with me as I go down the stairs into the house’s cellar.
The cellar is dimly lit by open torches on brackets in the stone walls.
I stop at the edge of a stone platform to see a stream below. I cross
a moon-shaped carved wooden bridge that spans the underground
stream. In the middle of the bridge, 1 pause, set the lacquer dish on
the wide balustrade, and peer over the side of the bridge. In a deep
pool of the stream, I watch two golden dragons twist and turn
together, undulating just below the water’s surface.
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When I awakened, I puzzled over my dream’s meaning. At the
time, I was three months into an intensive language program. I’d
signed an unofficial language pledge in which I agreed to avoid
speaking English while at the language center. I spent hours each
day writing characters, memorizing grammatical patterns, and
listening to pre-recorded dialogues. I had been studying characters
for about a decade; first, I studied Mandarin Chinese and then Japa-
nese. Sometimes, I dreamed I was speaking one of these two
languages, but this was the first dream I could remember that
involved the written language and I was excited. I wrote the char-
acter fai f% in my dream journal, wondering about its significance
as [ wrote each of its strokes.

I enjoyed dream analysis; I kept a dream journal off and on
from the time I was seven years old. I read Freud and Jung. While
living and working in Beijing a couple of years before I had this
dream, a co-worker gifted me a reprinted copy of a seventeenth-
century Chinese dream encyclopedia. At that time, I was fascinated
to discover that one of the dream divination techniques in that
dream encyclopedia involved dissecting the disparate elements in
Chinese characters. Now, as I wrote the character in my dream, I
recalled this dream encyclopedia, which I had brought with me on
my language program. I reflected again on the character I had so
deliberately molded out of steamed white rice: tai fE.

Inspired by the late Ming literati penchant for paying attention
to both their dreams and the Chinese characters for the symbols in
their dreams, I decided to explore the character from my dream. In
the language center library, I thumbed through some dictionaries to
better understand the character zai f€. In the Shuowen jiezi i 3Cf#F,
the first comprehensive dictionary of Chinese characters, attributed
to scholar Xu Shen #{E (fl. ca. 100 CE), the character tai f& is
grouped under the so-called heart radical xin .(>. The entry reads: “3
o fE0fEfE.” The meaning is ability follows [what is in] your
heart. A later scholar, Xu Kai #x#% (920-974) further explained this
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character, writing: “.0AEH T - SMEAREEWN,” that which you have
the ability to do in your heart is then reflected in your attitude.

Seven centuries after Xu Shen’s revisions of the Chinese char-
acter dictionary, Ming literati adopted a serious and even reverent
attitude towards their deep study of Chinese characters and dreams.
Their published dream encyclopedias offered an in-depth under-
standing of language and learning, and also delved deeply into the
attitude in their hearts, as reflected in their dreams. For late Ming
literati, or educated men, living in seventeenth-century China or
what has been termed an “unruly” age, dreams and nightmares
were more than simply nuisances to be shaken off or entertaining
mental journeys.' Dreams and nightmares offered the means to
justify life and career choices, understand the past and the unfolding
present and the dreamer’s place in both past-and present, and even
gauge health, broadly defined, as well as check their attitude and to
find out if their dreams reflected what was to come or what had
already transpired.

What did the dream mean for those who included it in their
encyclopedic publications? Why did dreams matter? I held these
questions in my heart and followed my own dreams, delving deeply
into dream study at the C. G. Jung Institute in Switzerland. As I
thought about my own attitude, I copied the dream narrative exam-
ples contained within the pages of the late Ming dream encyclopedia.

In the pages that follow, I offer you the opportunity to follow
your own curiosity about dreams as we explore dream puzzles like
mine, but from several hundred years ago. By the end of this book,
you will not only be able to understand late Ming dreams according
to their cultural toolkit, but you will also understand the intricate

' For more on this unruly age, see Rivi Handler-Spitz, Symptoms of an

Unruly Age: Li Zhi and Cultures of Early Modernity (Seattle: Univer-
sity of Washington Press, 2019).
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and interesting relationship between dreams, history, politics, and
the Chinese writing system.

This book is an invitation to reflect on your own curiosity about
dreams through a series of historical encounters and dream puzzles
or puzzling dreams. Perhaps it will inspire you to pay attention to
your own dreams; perhaps it will inspire you to take up the study of
a language that you find beautiful and meaningful; perhaps it will
encourage you to listen to the abilities of your own heart, reflected
outwardly in your attitude.

Before we continue through text and dreams, I pause to offer a
road map. Please feel free to follow the path as it is laid out. You
may also opt to move around freely in the textualized landscape.

Road Map

Chapter 1 invites us to the textually reconstructed site of Nine Carp
Lake that grew in importance because of literati travel diaries, ency-
clopedic references, poetry, and gazetteers. The literati who wrote
about Nine Carp Lake and their dreams there created the physical
site through text, a site that still holds cultural significance for
dreamers in the twenty-first century. Reading the writing of earlier
travelers encouraged later travelers to visit Nine Carp Lake, to pray
for a dream there, and to write about it, thus perpetuating Nine
Carp Lake’s dream-related allure and fame.

Chapter 2, “Action through Dreams,” takes us to the seven-
teenth-century world of late Ming China when men found a way to
act against the turning tides of political strife, domestic turbulence,
and climate change. Rather than resign themselves to apathy, some
scholar-officials or literati turned within, using their skills gleaned
from years of study and scholarship to their advantage. They used
their know-how to craft answers to life’s uncertainties through
familiar textual analysis and through dreams. Literati social and
political roles required involvement in governance. For those whose
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memorials went unanswered and whose memorials landed them in
prison or under house arrest, simply wringing their hands was not
an option. They needed to act. They turned to other methods to
assert their knowledge and find hope in an age of flux and chaos.
Late Ming literati positioned themselves by creating order out of the
apparent messiness of dream divination, dream divinatory methods,
and stories about dream divination. Literati were ambivalent about
the effectiveness of the political system at the end of the Ming and
about their own role during this turbulent time. Literati simultane-
ously affirmed a constructed older order while undermining that old
order. They tried to control text, ideas, and the construction of
historical time to recalibrate their sense of control.

How did literati divine the past to reaffirm their status? To
answer this question, in Chapter 3, I use the example of late Ming
literatus Chen Shiyuan B 150 (1516-1595) who was propelled into
action by a dream. In his 1562 encyclopedic publication on dreams,
Chen drew dreams into a socio-political context of legitimacy and
authority, offering a refracted look at a legitimated past. In an age
where literati careers were often disrupted or put on hold, Chen
took matters into his own hands and hit the stop button on his own
bureaucratic career. Perhaps he saw the writing on the wall; he did
not leave his identity or reinvent himself completely but turned to
the strategies and techniques well-honed during his youth. Chen
turned to the past, the textualized past of dreams and dream
divination.

By the end of the Ming dynasty, literati status was called into
question. Bureaucratic posts, previously viewed as the ladder to
success, were largely unfilled, literati motives were questioned by
the court, and chaos reigned. Literati sought ways to justify their
years of schooling and training; they found justification in part
through an examination of the textualized past. In an age of ambiv-
alence, literati retired, resigned, went to prison, served sentences
under house arrest, wrote poetry, created art, adapted stories into

xxiil



XXIV

Preface

plays, and wrote. These activities helped sustain the literati and gave
them hope and purpose. Some literati, such as Chen Shiyuan,
focused on the past through dream divination texts. Late Ming lite-
rati were trained to look to the past through their study of texts and
emphasis on textual analysis, which they did through the process of
categorizing and organizing.

How did mastering the complexity of dreams reaffirm an order?
In Chapter 4, “Reaffirming an Order by Mastering the Complexity
of Dreams,” I lead the reader through my own first encounter with
late Ming dream encyclopedia An Explication of the Profundities in
the Forest of Dreams (¥#Zf#, hereafter Forest of Dreams). The
encyclopedia Forest of Dreams cited earlier writing on dreams so
that its intended readers correctly and appropriately understood
dreams: the meaning of dreams and dream divination was meant to
be mediated through the past. I point-out the materiality and note
the textual features that the encylopedic compilers used to reaffirm
their desired return to an “order of dreams” and offered a challenge
to a system that was breaking down. The encyclopedic organization
gave patterns in the imaginations of the compilers, whoever they
were. Late Ming literati, including the compilers, were motivated by
the ambivalence of the times to reaffirm an older “golden” order
and their own status in the republication, organization, classifica-
tion, and ordering of texts on dreams. Dream interpreters looked to
the past to solve problems in the present. Dreams themselves are not
the focus of this chapter, but rather the ways in which dream ency-
clopedic knowledge organized the dreamed past to inform the
present.

What is the literati toolkit for dream interpretation and how did
it work? In Chapter 5, “A Literatus’ Toolkit for Dream Interpreta-
tion,” I begin with a dream puzzle that captured my own interest as
a fledgling sinologist. I use this puzzle to open the so-called “literati
toolkit,” or the invisible scaffolding of dream interpretation tech-
niques that were not explicitly introduced in the late Ming dream
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encyclopedias but were nonetheless used in creative combination.
The presumed Ming literati audience understood these techniques,
thanks to the style of education and training they received. The
assumption in the Ming and earlier, too, was that without dream
interpretation techniques, dreamed glimpses—into knowing the
past, unfolding present, and future—were not easily accessed or
understood, either by the dreamer or by the dream interpreter.
Multiple dream interpretation techniques—glyphomancy (the
dissection of Chinese characters), resonances, and symbolism—
offered dream interpreters the means to wield interpretive power.
Dream interpreters relied on a toolkit of dream interpretation tech-
niques to mediate a dialogue of understanding between dream and
dreamer. I unpack this toolkit, skirting between the techniques,
dreams, and interpreters.

Finally, in the epilogue, “The Code of Creativity,” I close with
another dream puzzle, inviting the reader to reflect with me on what
I term a “code of creativity.” Dream divination relied on a form of
literary analysis that the late Ming literati studied and practiced.
This practice of dream interpretation in the Ming demanded deep
learning and was also-a source of enjoyment. Literati readers
perhaps wondered if there was indeed more to life than bureaucratic
service or examinations. Power and status lay in the know-how of
the literati, in their access to the tools and techniques needed to
understand dreams. Within the framework of what was known and
accepted, literati created and played. The references, allusions, and
ways of framing dreams were in-crowd techniques to show that
educated men controlled knowledge about dreams, divination, and
the past described and bounded in dream narratives. Thus, late
Ming literati were powerful secret keepers. They did not create
something that never existed before but exercised interpretive
creativity through word play.
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