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Urban Miscellany of Late-Ming Beijing
and the Cultural Memory of the Capital:
Centering on the Creation,
Commentation, and Circulation of
A Sketch of Sites and Objects in the
Imperial Capital
Feng, Naixi”

[Abstract]

Published in 1635, 4 Sketch of Sites and Objects in the Imperial Capital is one of
the most important urban miscellanies from late imperial China, recording the history
and culture of Beijing. Written by scholars without governmental sponsorship, it
systematically records the capital’s famous scenic and historical sites, social customs,
and local products. It was the largest and latest work on Beijing published in the Ming
dynasty. The book enjoyed great reputation in the literary world for its densely poetic
style and was later venerated as the classic of Ming-Qing “vignette” (xiaopin) literature.
After examining the special geo-political position of Beijing as well as the authors’
motivation and the writing process, it becomes clear that 4 Sketch of Sites and Objects
in the Imperial Capital has the dual quality of historical material and prose literature,
showcasing the convergence of literary creation and historical writing in the concluding
years of one dynasty. The authors of 4 Sketch of Sites and Objects in the Imperial
Capital reviewed dynastic history through adapting and rewriting strange tales, and in
the meantime, expressed their critique on reality and the anxiety over the future.
However, during the circulation of the book from the late Ming onward, its later critics
reshaped the form and reinterpreted the meaning of the text, based on their own

contexts. Thus, the cultural memory of the capital and the authors’ critical voices on
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history faded. The book was finally transformed into “vignette,” familiar to

contemporary readers.

Keywords: Beijing, Urban Miscellany, the Jingling School, Cultural Memory





