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Thanks to the support from Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library Resources Access Grant
Program, I received one-month remote access to rich online resources provided by the University
of Toronto in July 2022, during which period valuable digitized textual sources were collected
for the writing of my doctoral dissertation. These written materials, along with objects that I
examined at museums, constitute the foundation for my research on the history of embroidery
during the Qing dynasty and Republican China.

The first few chapters of my dissertation focus on embroidery's traditional roles in the
Qing dynasty. Thus, databases containing pre-modern primary sources are significant in
revealing images of embroidery through the actions of making, gifting, selling, and wearing as
well as its associated discourses, values, and cultural meanings. The Collection of Chinese Local
Gazetteers by Airusheng/Erudition, for example, as the database that I accessed with the highest
frequency, indicated Qing elites’ observation of embroidery as a local custom and a symbol of
women'’s virtue, or, on the contrary, female wantonness and sexuality. This complexity of the
understanding toward embroidery was further reflected in personal biographies in local
gazetteers created for Qing women, whose identities were constructed by themselves or authors
via their relationship with embroideries as diligent producers or profligate consumers. The
history of commercial embroidery and professional embroiderers, on the other hand, was also
documented by numerous Qing local gazetteers, which depicted the variations and distinctions of
specific regions. Although these records were scattered, the advance search function of the
Collection of Chinese Local Gazetteers database enabled the searching process quick and easy.
Other databases that I frequently visited included Sibu congkan by Unihan Databases, the Basic
Collection of Chinese Ancient Texts, and Siku quanshu, through which I discovered other
important materials on the subject of pre-modern embroidery and textile works in general.

The second half of my dissertation studies the modernization and transition of
embroidery in the early twentieth century. Consequently, Chinese Periodical Full-text Database
(1911~1949), Da Cheng Old Journals Full Text Database, and Shen Bao (1872-1949) became
major resources for my collection of primary materials. By exploring these databases, I was able
to delve into Republican articles published on newspapers and magazines which closely reported
on Chinese embroidery’s modernization. These articles were written by a range of authors:
intellectuals who contributed insights to rescue China’s textile industry, educators who promoted
modern female schools, and forerunners who experimented to reform traditional techniques. The
intended readers were also diverse — newspapers were for male readers, educational magazines
were for teachers and students, and recreational publications were for housewives. These various
perspectives wove a remarkable fabric uncovering the stories of different players whose lives
were involved in the trajectory of embroidery’s modernization. The photos appearing on China's
early print media was an extra asset. They documented the appearance of objects, captured the



portraits of artists, and revealed the details of embroidery schools and exhibitions. These early
photos built a direct visual connection between our time and Republican China and disclosed
information unable to be taken down by text.

Other than the searching of primary sources, my discovery of secondary sources was
mostly realized through China Academic Journals and Duxiu Knowledge Search Database.
While China Academic Journals allowed for searching and downloading articles and theses
written by contemporary Chinese scholars, Duxiu Knowledge Search Database was excellent in
locating terms and phrases in digitized books. Both databases keep up-to-date data, constituting
exceptional tools that discover contemporary scholarship.

To sum up, the one-month access authorized by the Cheng Yu Tung East Asian Library
at the University of Toronto was a precious opportunity for me to collect primary and secondary
sources that were crucial for my dissertation writing. I especially appreciated the remote access,
which permitted me much flexibility during the event of the pandemic.
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