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Plants and Empire: Nanfang Caomu
Zhuang and the Memory of Lingnan
in the Wei and Jin Dynasties

Hu, Chi”

Abstract

From the late Han period to the Liu Song dynasty, due to southbound
development and overseas trade, the documentation of special southern species
gradually flourished. These valuable documentation databases served not only as
interesting conversation topics but also helped the empire to dominate this new
intellectual territory which further could be pronounced as the part of the imperial
world. It's worth noting that although intellectuals shared the same database, their
individual selection and editions of the database gave "south" different meanings and
led to different imperial policies toward the “south.”

This article aims to analyze Nanfang caomu zhuang, written by Ji Han as the
preparation for the position of the governor of Guangzhou, to see how he utilized the
knowledge of natural history to make the “south” become a more recognized region.
The word, "zhuang," indicates the intention of introducing the local specialties,
and the special interest on the documentation of southern tributes. And this kind of
interest also distinguishes Nanfang caomu zhuang from other writings. Comparing
to Emperor Han Wu's ambition to conquer and colonize the periphery of the land,
Ji Han obviously preferred to the local as the core resources of the empire in terms
of tribute system. The focus on the role of environment in plant growing severed
as evidences of the necessity of administered redistribution, and a reminder of
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the risk of bureaucracy's ignorance of southern intellectuals. Finally, although
the documentations often boast the wonder and exotic of the southern species,
Nanfang caomu zhuang provided an alternative. Through the plants closely related
to the people and the land, readers in central China could learn the "daily life" of
the south and break out of the frame of normal and abnormal. In other words, by
incorporating the "south" into China, Chinese people may therefore move toward a
broader "world". Overall, through the analysis of Nanfang caomu zhuang, this article
would like to provide an empire model which focuses on how to formulate the sense
of being community rather than differentiation and isolation, and to seek further
understanding of the development of Chinese natural history.

Keywords: Nanfang caomu zhuang, record of strange things, natural history,
Lingnan, tribute
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