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Understanding the role of Household
Courtesans (jia ji 2¢87) in the Social Lives of
Northern Song literati: possibilities and limitations

Beverly BOSSLER

This article explores the roles of household courtesans (jia ji %&#%) in the social and
emotional lives of Northern Song men. By reading historical sources in new ways, and
especially by employing literary sources such as anecdotes and poetry, I argue that
household courtesans and the banquets at which they performed were central to male
socialization in the Northern Song. Literati established bonds of association, friendship,
and intimacy through poetry about each other’s household entertainers. Such poetry
also reveals that the position of household courtesans in the eyes of their masters
could vary from mere possession, to affectionately regarded servant, to the object of
romantic passion or even love. The article concludes that the presence of these
“dishonorable” (jianf%) entertainers in the homes of Song literati (sometimes even as
the mothers of literati sons) helped contribute to breakdown of distinctions of “honor-
able” (liangE)and “dishonorable” (jian) in Northern Song society.

Keywords : courtesan (ji #%), romance, social life, Northern Song, Su Shi
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