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Not Beauty, But Calamity?
Narratives of Xia Ji in Transmitted Texts,Excavated Documents,and Novels
Ka-lai Chan
(Advanced Institute for Confucian Studies, Shandong University, Jinan, China)

Abstract: In ancient Chinese historical documents, Xia Ji is typically portrayed as a femme fatale whose beauty led to
the deaths of three husbands, one monarch, one son, the destruction of one state, and two high ministers. Due to the
numerous victims, she is endowed with an extremely negative image. It was not until the Ming dynasty, with a novel
titled Zhulin Yeshi (Unofficial History of Zhulin), that her image was subverted; in the novel, she remains a beauty but is
no longer a calamity causing harm to people and states. The recently excavated Xinian (String of years) from the modern
era also contains records about her. This article examines Xia Ji’s image using materials from transmitted texts,
excavated documents, and novels, revealing that each text presents different narratives of Xia Ji based on creative
motivations. From the initial femme fatale to ultimately achieving eternal youth through her beauty and sexual skills.
This article argues that by drawing on multiple texts, one can effectively reexamine the status and value of women in
traditional historiography.

Keywords: Xia Ji; Femme Fatale; Xinian; Zhulin Yeshi
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