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Roger Caillois and Greg Costikyan take uncertainty to be an essential
aspect of game. In Uncertainty in Games, for instance, Costikyan argues
that uncertainty “is a primary characteristic of all sorts of games”and that
“games require uncertainty to hold our interest, and that the struggle to
master uncertainty is central to the appeal of games.”® However, in in-
stances where games are manipulated, uncertainty is weakened, if not done
away with altogether, at least on the part of the scheming player, whose
job it is to produce for the narrative desired game outcomes that lead to
sex scenes. This does not mean that these games are no longer games.
Nonetheless, it does shed light on the main function of these not-explic-
itly-sexual games in erotica: they are means to produce erotic content. On
the other hand, even though these games may not be explicitly erotic, when
used as a sort of foreplay for the sex acts they lead to, they can be tinged
with sexual energies that may appeal to the reader. Moreover, even if these
games remain totally unsexual, as devices deployed to push forward plots
and create fiction, they may still appeal to the reader, who may take pleasure
not only in erotic games but also in (fiction) reading itself.

In contrast with games with rules, the role-playing games examined
above are marked by greater uncertainty, which indeed is a crucial part of
these games’ appeal, to both the players and the reader. While nonsexual
games with rules often function to lead to “real” sex scenes, “make-believe”
games—sexual games with rules, too, for that matter—are erotically ap-
pealing in themselves. In all the cases examined above—a shrewd maid’s
role-play as a man in an “educational” game with her innocent mistress
(Langshi),a “pretend” game a lonely newlywed “signs up” for with an older
woman, who is secretly replaced by a new player (“Jiang Xingge”), and a
triangular relationship in which one of the players constantly switches
between male and female roles (Chundeng nao), role-playing constitutes
the sex content these narratives present to the reader. These role-playing
games all bear the characteristics of uncertainty Caillois describes: “the
course . .. cannot be determined, nor the result attained beforehand, and
some latitude for innovations being left to the player’s initiative.”* Even
for schemers, such as Chen in “Jiang Xingge,” the situation is uncertain.
As there are no manipulatable rules, there seems to be greater uncertainty
than in games governed by rules, as how the play will go depends on how
the victims will react and if or how these victims will turn themselves into
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players. ('This points back to the discussion of Sangiaoer’s ambiguous status
as victim and adulteress.) One could argue that such uncertainty spices up
the narrative and even titillates the reader.

Even though improvised games such as the “spring feeling” card game
in Rou putuan are derived from nonsexual games with rules, in terms of
appeal, they share more afhinity with role-playing games, as they are also
sexually appealing in themselves. They do not have to lead to sex scenes
in order to function; they constitute sex scenes themselves. Ultimately,
despite differences in the concrete ways in which all these kinds of games
contribute to the narrative, boundaries between them will collapse if we
recognize that they share the same main function: with the unrealities they
generate, they facilitate the narrative’s overall supply of erotic titillation and
enhance the variety of sexual vignettes, motifs, and themes.

Notes

1. In scholarship on the obsession with sensual subject matters in the late im-
perial China, historians and literature scholars approach the phenomenon from
various angles. Focusing on intertwined discourses of ging (desire or passion) and
zhen (authenticity), some treat the explosion of Ming-Qing literary depictions of
desire and love as a reaction to the repressive tenets of Neo-Confucian orthodoxy.
See, for example, Maram Epstein, Compering Discourses: Orthodoxy, Authenticity,
and Engendered Meanings in Late Imperial Chinese Fiction (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 2001); and Sophie Volpp, Worldly Stage: Theatricality in Sev-
enteenth-Century China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2011),
117—26. Some situate the period’s fascination with desire, passion, and sexuality in
the context of literati culture and social networking. See Giovanni Vitiello, 7he
Libertine’s Friend: Homosexuality and Masculinity in Late Imperial China (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); and Volpp, Worldly Stage, particularly the
chapter “The Literary Consumptions of Actors in Seventeenth-Century China.”
As youthful female sexuality is highly visible in Ming-Qing fiction, some schol-
ars pay particular attention to women’s culture. See, for example, Ellen Widmer,
“Xiaoqing’s Literary Legacy and the Place of the Woman Writer in Late Imperial
China,” Late Imperial China 13, no. 1 (1992), 111—55, which studies Feng Xiaoqing,
a late Ming woman known for her literary talent, unfortunate life, and obsession
with Tang Xianzu’s (1550-1616) Mudan ting (Peony Pavilion). Some scholars ex-
amine Ming-Qing sexual arrangements by examining the institution of marriage,

with focus on polygamy and polygyny (see Keith McMahon, Misers, Shrews, and
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Polygamists: Sexuality and Male-Female Relations in Eighteenth-Century Chinese
Fiction [Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995], while others turn to late im-
perial juridical system and actual legal cases (see Matthew Sommer, Sex, Law, and
Society in Late Imperial China [Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000],
and Janet Theiss, Disgraceful Matters: The Politics of Chastity in Eighteenth-Century
China [Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005]. A recent study of late
Ming flourishing of pornographic works emphasizes the close ties between “por-
nographic expression” and “urban commoners and their habits of literary con-
sumption.” See Wu Cuncun, “Pornographic Modes of Expression and Nascent
Chinese Modernity in Late Imperial China,” Modernism/Modernity Print Plus 1,
no. 3 (2016).

2. Richard Wang’s Ming Erotic Novellas: Genre, Consumption, and Religiosity in
Cultural Practice (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2011) includes a chapter
(chapter 1, “The Ming Novella as a New Genre”) on characteristics of the Ming
novella, even though these characteristics—direct speech, for instance—are not
specific to erotic novellas.

3. Some of the most helpful remarks on characteristics of the Ming-Qing
erotic appear in Patrick Hanan’s short introduction to his English translation of
Rou putuan. See Patrick Hanan, trans., The Carnal Prayer Mat (Honolulu: Univer-
sity of Hawai’i Press, 1988), v—=xiv.

4.James Cahill’s online manuscript Chinese Erotic Painting includes a chapter
entitled “Three Recurring Themes in the Part-Erotic Albums,” which studies the
recurring themes of “voyeurism,” “deceiving the wife,” and “love in the garden.”
See https://jamescahill.info.

5. Roger Caillois, Man, Play and Games, trans. Meyer Barash (Glencoe, IL: Free
Press, 1961), 9—T10.

6. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 8—9.

7. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 8—9.

8. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 8.

9. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 8.

10. Caillois classifies games into four main categories: agdn, which relies on
competition; alea, which relies on chance or destiny; mimicry, which relies on
“make-believe,” and, finally, i/inx, which relies on shock. Caillois, Man, Play and
Games, 14—26.

11. Caillois, 12-13, offers the same warning.

12. Here I examine drinking games as only one type of games with rules com-
monly featured in late imperial erotica. For a fuller discussion of late imperial
representation of drinking games and their role in gendered and sexually charged
spaces, see Li Guo’s chapter on the Qing author Yu Da’s The Dream in the Green

Bower in this volume.
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Li Guo respectively, also explore gendered representations of games in imperial
China. Their discussion resonates with the idea that games are never played or
represented in ideological, discursive, or cultural vacuum.

48. Greg Costikyan, Uncertainty in Games (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015),

9,2.
49. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 9.
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introduce readers to a mesmerizing social tableau of game, leisure, and
entertainment.

'The ludic self, as this volume’s introduction observes, is “a subject-in-pro-
cess at the margin of diverse social, cultural, and literary imaginaries and
is under constant reconstruction and reinvention.” In the domain of play,
Roger Caillois identifies four types of games: agon, alea, mimicry,and ilinx.
Agon refers to a group of games that are competitive, in which game players
participate in the game given equal chances. The winner excels because of
“a single quality (speed, endurance, strength, memory, skill, ingenuity, etc.),
exercised, within defined limits and without outside assistance.” In contrast
to agon, alea refers to games that are dependent on chance and fortune,
with destiny as “the sole artisan of victory.” Agén prioritizes skill, work,
and professionalization. A/ea negates such qualities, as well as individual
free will, and instead highlights “a surrender to destiny.”® Whether in the
context of agén (roughly equivalent to games of skill) or alea (games of
chance), players are bound to follow a set of arbitrary rules that force them
to refine their skills, ethics, and fortitude.

'The novel Qinglou meng permits the hero and his cultured heroines varied
forms of ludic participation, from formulaic drinking games to elaborate
narrative game play, while delineating the inescapable restraints on their
actions in the game world. The story recounts the scholar Jin Yixiang’s
broad socialization with thirty-six courtesans, his social ascent through
success in the civil exam, and his final reunion with the courtesans in the
immortal realm. Initially, Yixiang and leading heroine Niu Aiqing are re-
incarnations of the Golden Child (Jintong) and Jade Fairy (Yunt) under
the governance of the Divinity of Dispersed Flowers (Sanhua Yuanzhu);
both are punished by having to descend to earth to eliminate their ging
(emotions). The thirty-six courtesans are reincarnated fairies who are born
to cast the spell of temptations on Yixiang and to demonstrate for him the
impermanence of secular love. The novel illustrates the ludic world of the
courtesans, which embraces literacy and artistry, and provides emotional
sustenance to the literatus. Drinking games between Yixiang and the
courtesans occur in more than two-thirds of the sixty-four chapters. The
cultured courtesans are often rule makers in the game play and actively
engage in negotiations with diverse tastes, class backgrounds, and moral
aesthetics of femininity, and contribute to shared pleasures of reading as
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memories). These formulations of ging structure the novel’s subplots and
function as drivers of an arduous game that tests the hero’s moral and
emotional aptitude (i.e., zhongging, concentrated feelings) through his
encounters with the courtesans. The narrative game of the novel resolves
the imperatives of ¢ging and demonstrates the characters’ transformations
from zhongging to kong (emptiness in state of mind), signaling the idle
nature of their ludic participation. Yet cultured courtesans who compete in
drinking games and engage in combat for their personal destinies are not
mere game devices. Instead, they exercise a ludic agency by demonstrating
talent in gendered modes of expressions, outwitting their patrons in game
play skills or even remonstrating the patron’s behavior through linked
verses. If the novel is a dreamworld of ludic diversions, it is the courtesans
who conceive the conditions of play, determine their own actions in gam-
bling with fate, and often set the mechanism of the game, be it the game

of life or a pastime.

Notes

1. Juan Wang, Merry Laughter and Angry Curses: The Shanghai Tabloid Press,
1897-1911 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2012), 51.

2. Juan Wang, Merry Laughter, 40.

3. Rudolf Wagner and Catherine Yeh, “Frames of Leisure: Theoretical Essay,”
in Testing the Margins of Leisure: Case Studies on China, Japan, and Indonesia, ed.
Rudolf Wagner, Catherine Yeh, Eugenio Menegon, and Robert Weller (Heidel-
berg: Heidelberg University Publishing, 2020), 306.

4. Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and Games, trans. Meyer Barash (Glencoe, IL:
Free Press, 1961), 14.

5. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 17.

6. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, 18.

7. See Kang Baocheng, “Drinker’s Wager Game and the Dissemination of the
Yuan Musical Plays,” Literature and Art Studies, no. 8 (2005): 62—73.

8. Mikhail Bakhtin, “Carnival and the Carnivalesque,” in Cultural Theory and
Popular Culture: A Reader, ed. John Storey (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall,
1997), 254.

9.Li Ruzhen % &3, Jinghua yuan 1% (Shanghai: Shanghai yadong
tushuguan, National Digital Library of China, 1923), 82:3.

10. Li Ruzhen, Jinghua yuan, 82:5. Changchun (eternal spring) refers to Catha-
ranthus roseus. “South of Jing there is the mingling tree, it regards five hundred
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7

Ghostly Dicing

Gambling Games and Deception
in Ming-Qing Short Stories

JIAYI CHEN

Dice games have long been a popular form of gambling in China and be-
yond.! Gamblers toss one or more dice in each wager, aiming at a particular
numerical sum or combination. Each throw leads unpredictably to good
or bad fortune, which in turn triggers new rounds, one after another. Too
ordinary to be noticed, yet too powerful to be neglected, these tiny cubes
embody multiple dialectical significances of predestination and human
agency, chance and control, and even life and death.?

While dice gambling is universal, its discourses are historically and
culturally specific. In early modern China, the seventeenth-century nov-
elist and playwright Li Yu (1611-80) described dice as innocent objects,
transformed into devils (yaonie) in the hand of an addicted gambler:

Dice are innocent. Why should they be accused of wrongdoing? It is
unknown why, despite their innocence, dice are viewed as evildoers. If
you do not disturb them, they are merely some dry bones with thirty-
six possibilities of pip combinations.> Once they entangle you, these
dry bones will become some wronged ghosts, their six faces becoming
six iron chains, and the thirty-six combinations becoming thirty-six
Celestial Rectifiers.* They will tie you up, killing you or saving you as
they wish.












Chinese design elements that I am more familiar with” the architectural
and visual design of the city of Liyue “feels more like home.™ As noted
above, visual design is as important to game translation and circulation
as text, and players have noticed the ways in which the design in Genshin
Impact evokes Chinese themes and motifs without relying on direct rep-
resentation. Players have also specifically noticed the way the cuisines of
each area are represented, and one fan of the game has made an extensive
document comparing the in-game descriptions and visual designs of recipes
to the actual Chinese dishes that inspired them.”

Because the game has only been out a little over one year as of this
writing, academic research focusing on Genshin Impact has yet to be pub-
lished, but I hope that the above descriptions will encourage scholars of
game studies and Chinese culture to consider it a worthy object of study.
Additionally, since the release of Mists of Pandaria, very little research has
examined how different player communities experience the representation
of Asian cultural heritage, a project which warrants more in-depth study
to consider linguistic, design, and cultural references within a game as
part of the investigative framework. The complex interplay of culture and
language in the translation process, and the questions surrounding the fine
line between homage and appropriation, will continue to be an issue as
game design and development become increasingly globalized. Of note
for future research is the rise of Chinese-designed games that are glocal-
ized for Western audiences, such as Genshin Impact, and the bidirectional
translation (and in some cases, transcreation) processes that support the
global circulation of Chinese culture through games and gameplay.

Notes

1. Clara Fernandez-Vara, Introduction to Game Analysis (New York: Routledge,
2015), 75.

2. Alberto Ferndndez Costales, “Analyzing Players’ Perceptions on the Trans-
lation of Video Games: Assessing the Tension between the Local and the Global
Concerning Language Use,” in Media Across Borders: Localising TV, Film and Video
Games, ed. Andrea Esser, Iain Robert Smith, and Miguel Bernal-Merino (New
York: Routledge, 2016), 197.

3. Usually, this translation process is the sole responsibility of the game design
company without input from players; it is strictly translation and not transcreation.

262 | DOUGLAS EYMAN



4. Mliguel Bernal-Marino, “Glocalization and Co-Creation: Trends in Interna-
tional Game Production,” in Media Across Borders: Localising TV, Film and Video
Games, ed. Andrea Esser, Iain Robert Smith, and Miguel Bernal-Merino (New
York: Routledge, 2016), 213.

5. Ferndndez Costales, “Translation,” 187.

6. Fernandez Costales, “Translation,” 187.

7. For an overview of the game and a description of the “all your base” meme,
see Colin Milburn, Respawn: Gamers, Hackers, and Technogenic Life (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2018), 1-16.

8. Clyde Mandelin, “Zero Wing Had 32 Weird Secret Endings in Japan,” Leg-
ends of Localization, 2016, https://legendsoflocalization.com/zero-wing-had-32
-weird-secret-endings-in-japan.

9. Bryan Mosley and Gene Dreyband, “Out Zone with Guest Tatsuya
Uemura,” in Pixelated Audio, episode 76, podcast, 1:40:00, March 2017, https://
pixelatedaudio.com/out-zone/.

10. Mandelin, “Zero Wing.”

11. Marianna Sacra, “How to Translate a Game—A Beginner’s Guide for Your
Locjam Success,” 1Up Translations (blog), March 13, 2016, http://1uptranslations
.com/en/localization-blog/2016/03/how-to-translate-a-game-for-locjam.

12. Mike Splechta, “The Breast Slider in Xenoblade Chronicles X Has Been Re-
moved for US Release,” GameZone, November 13, 2015, https://www.gamezone
.com/news/the-breast-slider-in-xenoblade-chronicles-x-has-been-removed-for
-us-release-3427713/.

13. Douglas Eyman, “Computer Gaming and Technical Communication: An
Ecological Framework,” Technical Communication 55, no. 3 (2008): 242—50.

14. Wendi Sierra and Douglas Eyman, “I Rolled the Dice with Trade Chat and
'This Is What I Got’: Demonstrating Context-Dependent Credibility in Virtual
Worlds,” in Online Credibility and Digital Ethos: Evaluating Computer-Mediated
Communication, ed. Shawn Apostel and Moe Folk (Hershey, PA: IGI, 2013),
337-38.

15. “Number of World of Warcraft (WoW) Subscribers from 2015 to 2023,”
Statista, 2016, https://www.statista.com/statistics/276601/number-of-world-of
-warcraft-subscribers-by-quarter/; Seth Schiesel, “Online Game, Made in US,
Seizes the Globe,” New York Times, September 5, 2006, https://www.nytimes.com
/2006/09/05/technology/oswow.html.

16. “Number of Wol¥ Subscribers.”

17. “Number of Wol¥ Subscribers.”

18. For example, Legend of Mir 2, produced by the Korean company WeMade
Entertainment, was the most popular MMORPG in China in 2002 and 2003.

19. Scott Andrews, “WoW in China, an Uncensored History—part 2,” WoW
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50. Justin Byers, “Genshin Impact’ Makes s2 Billion in First Year,” Front Office
Sports, October 4, 2021, https://frontofficesports.com/genshin-impact-mobile
-generates-2b-in-year-1/.

5t. Absolutelycrabby, “Chinese names/pinyin of characters (and some extras),”
Reddit, r/Genshinlmpact, 7 December 2020, https://www.reddit.com/r/Genshin
_Impact/comments/k8ae1g/; tenten, “All Liyue’s Character Name Meaning!”
Hoyolab, December 3, 2020, https://www.hoyolab.com/article/97894; Ying, “Liyue
Characters: Pronunciation Guide (Genshin Impact),” November 27, 2020, https://
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Chinese Cultural Influences You Never Noticed,” 7he Gamer, January 29, 2021,
https://www.thegamer.com/genshin-impact-chinese-cultural-influences/; Alan
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amer, December 1, 2021, https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2020-12-o1-what
-makes-a-chinese-game.

52. Bhromor Rhaman, “Ancient Chinese Poetry in Genshin Impact,” Gamecrater,
July 15, 2021, https://www.thegamecrater.com/ancient-chinese-poetry-in-genshin
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53. nabe-chan, “Genshin Impact: An Analysis of Chinese Motifs on Liyue Char-
acters,” Geeknabe, February 28, 2021, https://geeknabe.com/blog/genshin
-impact-an-analysis-of-chinese-motifs-on-liyue-characters/.

54. Zaura#gzor, “Genshin’s Liyue Food,” unpublished manuscript, August 7,
2021, https://docs.google.com/document/d/1otWiC8oixcHAph_1yfgic3_o_R
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Glossary of Chinese Terms

A Ke [T #] Chunmeng suoyan %% 34 %
chunging &%
bagua N\ EH chunyi jiupai # & B
Bai Juyi B 5 % Chunyu Kun # T %
“Baiju” & 59 Chunzaitang quanshu &4 € 2%
Baili Shouyue & 2 F 4 chupu 1% %
Baili Xuance 8 2% & Chupu fu 1% i B,
Banpo ES"3 cike 38 %
bao, baoying R * 3R JE cuju BELER
Bao Canjunji 8855 %
Bao Zhao #8588 Daban niepan jing shu KA% 25 &5
beiging 1 dama 3T %
bingtou hua 338 7t Daoma guan 4 % ]
binxiang 18 48 dianzi youxi & F # g%
bu da giu FITHK dieyun B33
Dongjing fu R 7B
cai xuan ge FEH Dongmen sheng P94
caimi 3% 3% Dongpo zhilin K3 &
Cao Xuegin & & i1 dufa 38k
“Changdi” # 4% duixue lianju ¥+ Z 5 €]
Changchun & & Dupian xinshu A5 %7 &
Changshu % #
Chen Dalang FR K BF e-sugoroku ¥ 73
Chen Qinghao IR B #
chiging FtE Fanwang jing pusajie zhu ¥ 486 % &
chouging R 1% A E
chuiwan ¥ Fangguang dazhuangyan jing—yiming
Chundeng nao Y& ] shentong youxi 77 F& K ik f 88 ——

Chunmei &# £ A 18 25 R,



Feng Xiaoqing &/ &
Feng Zhenluan 7548 4
Fengdu #F4f

Fengyuexuan youxuanzi B A #f X %

_?_

Gao Zhao & k&

Gong Zizhen % & %
gongshi (ambassador) A1
gongshi (engineer) T-&F
Gu Ruopu # %

Guan furen B X A
Guangdong tushuo & R B
guanji B %

“Guanji” i s

Gujing jingshe 3 & 4% 4
Guo Pu 33

guoshou +

Hailing yishi B L

Han Wo #:12
HoiHa & TF
Hong Loumeng A8 ¥ 2

Hong Mai ##

Hong Zun # 34

Honglou ren jing T4 A&t
Hongye i

HouYi B #

Hua Chengyu % & F
Hua Mulan & K
Huacheng ft. &
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«

is book makes a significant contribution to the history of games
and play in China. It is a unique and fascinating compilation of scholarship
that playfully probes the meaning of play itself and will be read with great
interest by scholars in China studies and games studies alike.”
MARCELLA SZABLEWICZ / author of Mapping Digital Game
Culture in China: From Internet Addicts to Esports Athletes

Games as global and connected phenomena have been examined in the rising schol-
arly field of game studies, but relatively little has been published on the history of
games and gaming in China. Weigi (a.k.a. Go), one of the world’s oldest board games,
originated in China; a variety of Chinese card, dice, board, sport, and performance
games have been developed over the millennia; and China is quickly becoming a
major player in the contemporary digital game industry. In exploring games and
practices of play across social and historical contexts, this volume examines repre-
sentations of gender, class, materiality, and imaginations of the nation in Chinese
and Sinophone contexts, while addressing ways in which games inhabit, represent,
disrupt, or transform cultural and social practices. Both analog and computer games
are represented in analyses that draw connections between the traditional and the
modern and between local or regional and higher-order economic, cultural, and
political structures. Among the topics explored are rock carvings of board games,
weigi cultures, scholars’and courtesans’ games, gambling, games based on literature,

video-game politics, and appropriation of Chinese culture in video games.

LI GUO is professor of Chinese and Asian studies at Utah State University and
author of Writing Gender in Early Modern Chinese Women'’s Tanci Fiction.DOUGLAS
EYMAN is associate professor and director of writing and rhetoric programs at
George Mason University. He is author of Digital Rhetoric: Theory, Method, Practice.
HONGMEI SUN is associate professor of Chinese at George Mason University and
author of Transforming Monkey: Adaptation and Representation.
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