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AILABAMA ASSOCIATION OF HISTORIANS ANNUAL CONFERENCE, 2007
JACKSONVILLE, ALABAMA: 2-3 FEBRUARY 2007
COMMUNICATION TO BE READ AT THE CONFERENCE (PAPER)

Anthony E. Clark, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Chinese History
The Univessity of Alabama

“Tus Primae Noctis in the Middle Kingdom: A Critical Account of Chinese
Accusations of Rape Against Mattyr Saint, Alberic Crescitelli (Guo Xide)”

On Octobet 1, 2000, Pope John Paul I (1920-2005) canonized 120 Chinese martyrs,
and while the prelates of Taiwan and Hong Kong celebrated the new saints, the Chinese
media reacted with heated invectives against the Vatican. October first is National Day, the
celebration of the founding of the Peoples Republic of China — its “Liberation” from
“feudal” tradition and foreign imperialism. But October fitst is also the feast of St. Thérese
of Lisieux (1873-1897), the patron saint of missions — a day that seemed eminently

(evemen
approptiate for such a celebsason. Chinese officials, however, viewed this event as a
deliberate insult.

Priests and bishops in the “official Church” wete ditected not to celebrate, or even
mention, the canonizations. Responding to the Vatican’s Match, 2000, announcement that
the canon&adonsuzxpwulcl take place on October 1, the Peaple’s Daify, on Septembet 26,
groused that,@ 1e proposed canonization falls on October 1, which is China’s National Day,
a day that marks the Chinese people getting rid of imperialist and colonialist aggression and
pillage . . . and the timing is an insult and defiance to the Chinese people and the Chinese
Catholic Church.” Sun Yuxi, of China’s I\'[inistﬁ&of Foreign Affairs, issued a statement on

v
the day of the canonizations assetting that (. . some Catholic missionaties wete the very

3

perpetrators and accomplices in colonialist and imperialist invasion of China .. .,” and

V Peaple’s Daily, September 26, 2000.




further that, “Some of those canonized by the Vatican petpetrated outrages such as raping
and looting . . . and committed unforgivable crimes against the Chinese people.”?

On October 2, the Xinbua News Agency released a report excoriating the Vatican’s
canonization of three European missionaries, St. Auguste Chapdelaine (1814-1856), St.
Francis Capillas (1607-1648), and St. Alberico Crescitelli (1863-1900), asserting that they
were all lecherous, and that in the case of Crescitelli, baptisin was merely a euphemism for
rape.” The ?tﬂgspaper noted that:

O&t went to this area [Shaanxi] to preach in 1898 and ordeted all the daughters of his
church followers to be ‘baptized’ by him on the eve of marriage. No one could
escape being raped by this ‘saint” The wives of local Catholics, Pan Changfu, Zheng
Ganren, and Yang Hai, had all been raped by the missionary before matriage.4

The article concludes its account of Crescitelli with the statement that the local people
Wind
Gﬂguld no longer put up with his sinning so they killed him,”®

Finally, on October 6, the Pegple’s Daily published an additional criticism. of the
canonizations, this time noting that,(‘}jb'\?er twenty expetts on history and religions held a
symposium . . . exposing the crimes committed by recently ‘canonized’ foreign missionaties
and their followers.””® The article continues to condemn,ahe Vatican’s vicious intention to
intetvene in China’s internal affairs through religious activities . . . [trampling} on the
sovereignty of the Chinese Catholic Church and severely provoking the 1.2 billion Chinese
people.””” Several other articles published around that time presented similar critiques, one

quoting the anti-Roman head of the Patriotic Church, Bishop Fu Tieshan. In several ways,

the Chinese media accusations of rape ditected toward Chapdelaine, Capillas, and Crescitelli

2 Ibid, October 1, 2000.

3 Xinbta News Agengy, October 2, 2000.
+Ibid.

3 Ihid.

6 People’s Daily, October 6, 2000.

T Ibid.



resonate in tenor with the medieval legend of jius primae noctis, ox “right of first night,” the
purported jurisdictional right of a landed lord to deflower virgins undet his auspices.”

By the 15% centuty, medieval Europe had become accustomed to the popular belief

. : 5 ,

that the lotd of 2 manor had first right to the new brides of peasants under thesw authority,
an idea that sweeps across temportal and cultural boundaries. In the FEpie of Gilgansesh,
Gilgamesh, the Mesopotamian king of Uruk, is said to have had intercoutse with new brides
befote their husbands, noting that, (‘1‘;1{@15 lust leaves no virgin to g:er lover, neither the
watrior’s daughter not the wife of the noble.””

Herodotus’ (ca. 490-425) Histories inform that one of the ttibes of Libya had the
patticular custom of allowing its king first sexual rights to soon-to-be-wed vitgins. He writes:

{‘9&

& ley are the only Libyan ttibe to follow this practice . . . of taking gitls who ate about to be

mattied to see the king. And the gitl who catches his fancy, leaves him a maid no longer.”"

Itish monks record in the eighth century that Vikings required first night privileges from
w

Christian newlyweds:@%. the chief govetnor of them should have the bestowing of any

woman in the kingdom the first night after marriage, so before her own husband should

21 And Marco Polo’s Travels mention sexual customs

have carnal knowledge of her. . .
wherein men must deflower women before they are martied.”
Some texts recall titual deflorations of vitgins by socially dominant men. In the

natratives of the putative 14™-centuty traveler John of Mandeville is an account of an island

whete poot peasants are required to deflower virgins before their husbands because theit

8 The term is also known in French as “Droit de seigneut,” or “the lord’s right”

9 The Epic of Gifgamesh, trans. by N. K. Sandars {London: Penguin Books, 1972), 62,

10 Herodotus, The Histories, trans. by Aubtey de Sélincourt (Harmondsworth, Englang: Penguin Books, 1983},
167.

it Quoted in S, MacPhilib, “Jus Primae Noctis and the Sexual Image of Irish Landlords in Folk Tradition and
in Contemporaty Accounts,” Bealoideas — The Journal of the Folklore of Ireland Seciety, vol. 56, 1988, 103, n. 29.

12 See Polo’s description of the customs of Tibet in The Trawels of Marco Pols, trans. by Ronald Latham (London:

Penguin Books, 1958), 172.



sexual organs are cursed and poisonous. The peasants thus protect the new husbands from
contamination, an idea typical of eatly hymeneal blood fears common to several cultures. It
is noteworthy that in all appearances of this fpe: (theme), the narratives describe either
foreign people who ate enemies, as in the account of the Vikings, foreign people as
cutiosities, as in Polo’s Tibetan women, ot people who ate empowered above othets, such as
Jandowners and rulers. Jus primae noctis and titual deflogation of virgins is resetved as a
pejorative distinction for the “Othet.”

Chinese texts ate replete with examples of this trope. In the wake of the Opium Wat
(1840-1842), an increasing anti-Christianism began to flourish after 1860. Paul Cohen notes
that during this tutbulent era,(‘?. Y. the empire was deluged with a gtowing torrent of

violently anti-Christian pamphlets and traces.”'® The most acrid text to emerge then was the

Bixiie _]:f.!‘bi EE IR &K (A Record of Facts to Ward Off Heterodoxy), authored undet the nom

de plume, Tianxia diyi shangxin ren ZF 3 — 2 A, or “The world’s most heartbroken

man.” It was fitst published in 1861, and contains several manifestations of antiforeignism;
among them is the theme of jus primae noctis. In one passage, Sunday Mass is described with

somewhat lurid interjections. It notes:

O%S day work ceases entirely and old and young, male and female, all assemble at
the Christian church. The pastor takes his seat at the front and extols the virtue of
Jesus. ... The whole group mumbles through the liturgies, after which they copulate
together in order to consummate their joy.14

B Paul A. Cohen, China and Christianity: The Missionary Movemen! and the Growth of Chinese Antiforsignism: 1860-1870
{Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), 45.
14 Quoted in Cohen, 49.




Paul Cohen desctibes another passage whetein Western marriage is described. The author
first notes that in the West go-betweens are not utilized, but then he asserts that the bride is
required to have intercourse with the priest before her wedding.'

The chatge of jus primae noctis in the Bixie jishi is but one example of several such
sexual accusations made against Christians. In one peculiat passage, the author notes that
women ate esteemed above men in the West because it is believed that their menstrual flow
is the most valued gift God bestows upon humanity. Accordingly, the text recounts that, as
Cohen puts it, Q .when a woman’s period attives, the barbarians vie with each other to
obtain some of her menses and drink it — thus accounting for the Wﬂch which

p——
many of them have.”" Indeed, the contrivances intended to disparage Christian
“impropiieties” becoine increasingly curious. I think thai Cohen is correct in his statement
that,@ ¥charges of sexual license and perversion have always, in the most varied cultural
milieus, been the favorite devices by which indignant upholders of otthodox order have
sought to inctiminate theit real or maligned foes.”" While I am not suggesting here a
postmodetn or Foulcaultian interpretation of jus primae soctis and its application in Chinese
soutces, there can be little dispute that the legends are enmeshed in a discourse of power.
They function to highlight the apparent misuse of power and underpin the incivility and
cultural invasiveness of an unfamiliar culture, one that has pethaps inserted itself into one’s

native rhythms without invitation.

Let me finally turn to the case of Alberico Crescitelli, or Guo Xide 3§ #94%. His

biographical information is mostly recounted in hagiographical works, but brief mentions are

also made in secular Chinese texts. Principal documents include the Positio kept in the

15 Thid.
16 Thid, 58,
17 Thid.




Vatican’s Sectet Atchives, two Chinese hagiographics, the Zhonghna xundao shengren spuan ¥
IE )8 T AR (Biographies of the Chinese Martyr Saints), an abridged recension of the
same text, the Zhonghua xundao shengren ghuan hie ¥ 3 7838 % A4 % (Abridged Biographies

of the Chinese Mattyr Saints), and two short wotks published by the Order to which Guo

belonged. The most impostant Chinese works dealing with the Crescitelli case are the

Ninggiang xianzhi F 58 & (Local Gazetteer of Ninggiang Province) and the Zhonggno jido an
shi ¥ A3 # (Histoty of Chinese Missionaty cases) by Zhang Li #k /] and Liu Jiantang

$|48 % ; the primary value in these documents rests in their extra-ecclesial provenance.
o m——

Alberico Crescitelli was botn in Altavilla Irpina, Italy on June 30, 1863, and entered
the Pontifical Seminary of Saints Peter and Paul in 1880. He was ordained in Rome on June
4, 1887, and finally arrived in Shaanxi, China, in August of 1888. He lived in China for
twelve years before his martyrdom on July 21, 1900, during the height of the Boxer Uprising
violence. Much of what we know of his activities in China are recorded in several hundred |
letters he sent to his family while in Shaanxi, though present Chinese documents almost
exclusively recount the charges of sexual misconduct, latgely taken a priori as historical truth.

Vatican documents repott that Guo fled his village after hearing of his intended
assassination, and shortly afterwatds entrusted himself to the care of a neatby customs
official.'® That evening, a crowd surrounded the customs office calling for his capture, after

which Wseized, tortured and killed the following afternoon. The narrative notes that:

0™ %s he spoke one of the most bloody and infuriated among them, hit him on his left
arm, almost cutting it off. At first signal of the massacte, all the others, like hyenas,

12 The English translation of the Positi 1 have consulted is to located in Fr. Gianni Crivellet, The Marsyrdon of
Alberico Croscitellic I’ Contexct and Controversy (Hong Kong: Holy Spitit Study Centre, 2004), pages 39-42.
Criveller’s text appears in both English and Chinese.




wounded him with theit knives and sticks while one of those most angry lifted a
large sword and dropped the blade on his head to open it totally.19

Discounting the cleatly hagiographical tenor of the Vatican account, the local Chinese

gazetteer renders an almost identical history. The Ninggiang xianzhi states that:
AT,

WAL > RBRHTER PN Bl TREFA D ) MR REHARER

A RBER S REokMELE “ﬁ BE AR A - BMEBAATT > Fk
o LA AR AR R AR RARE - SRR 0 T R F > AT
F ) HEAE SR W%kﬂ%%h#ﬁﬁﬂ#&& G R YA
FT gk

O M nine o’clock that evening a crowd of people rushed to the front of the tax office,
shouting angtily, ‘Capture the foreigner!’ The customs official, Yao, said to Guo
Xide, “You can see how many people there ate; I have no way of holding them back.
Your only recoutse is to flee.” Guo exited the rear door and knelt, looking up to
God in prayer. The angty peasants seized him. Guo Xide said to them, “What have
I done? Take me to the local authorities.” The crowd took no account of his words,
but used their greal swoids and long speats to hack and pierce him ndisciiminately,
injuting his left arm, nose, and mouth.”
The skeletal details of the stoty are the same; Guo sought sanctuary at the office of a
customs official, a crowd gathesed there calling for his capture, and once he was seized he
was indiscriminately struck by weapons, injuring his left arm and face. Except for theit
tenoss, both nartratives retain similarities throughout. Guo Xide was finally taken to Jialing
River whete two inebriated men slowly sawed off his head, dismembered his body, and
threw it into the waters. Significantly, nowhete in the local gazetteer is Guo’s alleged
molestation of women mentioned; such details are conspicuously absent from the local
record, We fitst encounter these accusations in a later Chinese text, published in 1989
The Xinhwa News Agency repotted on October 2, 2000, that{“A'he wives of local

Catholics, Pan Changfu, Zheng Ganten, and Yang Hai, had all been raped by the missionary

before marriage.” The account appeats to have relied completely on Zhang Li and Liu

19 Ibid.
20 The original Chinese passage from the Niuggiang xianghi is included in Criveller, 36, in the Chinese section of

the book. The translation here is my own.




Jiantang’s 1989 Zhongguo jiao an shi. Indeed, the newspaper’s syntax is an altnost a verbatim
erm

retelling, The original 1989 text reads:

AR R AT AR R R T4L, > HomE P8
I 0 REE BEEEMES - BB RE B -URRER
HEANETHAE B ETRIROEEE - M eb T RATHFROme L M
TiEde ) » DB R MEAE - - - - BN GRIEANSHE > Ritde
FIBIAR » AARBUIBALAT » RET R B ARE e & -

Wi

O %uo Xide obliged Christian girls who wete to be wed to go to the church to be
‘baptized,” as in the Western European Middle Ages practice of ‘right of first night’
(Jus primae noctés). Bveryone who went encountered his lecherous seduction and rape.
The wives of such Yanghai men as Pan Changfu and Zheng Gan were all raped
before marriage by Guo Xide. The church required Christian believers to send their
daughters to be ‘auns’ in order to satisfy the Father’s sexual needs. ... Since the
chutch cooperated with the feudal regime, pressuring and exploiting the people, they
hated the Chtistians more and more, and continually thought about when they could

start an uprising.”!
Here we have a typical example of the jis primae noctis trope so commonly employed. Guo is
first accused of practicing the medieval “right of first night,” and then two women are
identified, the wives of Pan Changfu and Zheng Gan. The passage also notes that the
church required women to become nuns to satisfy the sexual appetites of the priest, and
finally suggests that the people rose against Guo because Christians cooperated with the
“Feudal regime” and exploited them, Take note that neither the 1989 book nox any of the

ittt

recent newspapet aiticles seem to consult the locakgazatteer written immediately after the
event, a text that says nothing to validate any accusations of sexual impropriety.

Gianni Criveller has already written a small English /Chinese pamphlet attempting to
exonerate Guo Xide wherein he briefly mentions the jius primae noctis trope, But he also notes

that the wives of Pan Changfu and Zheng Ganten were never Christians at all. They would

thus never have been “baptized” ox martied by Guo Xide. Indeed, Criveller writes that,

21 Zhang Li and Liu Jiantang, Zbongguo fiae an shi (Chengdu: Sichuan sheng shehui kexueyuan chubanshe, 1989),
555-557.




A

@an Changfu . . . [was] among Crescitelli’s assasins, and later (1901) condemned to death
for this ctime.”* It is therefore quite unlikely that Zhang and Liu’s account is credible. And
if this was indeed the source for the recent articles that accuse him of sexual improprieties,
then these repotts, too, ate suspect.

Returning to the trope of jus primae noctis vissawris the Guo Xide case, we must beat in
mind that once such an accusation is made there remains, perhaps, a bit of suspicion, and an
objective scholar must not ignore documentary evidence because of personal prejudice o
bias. An honest historian must nonetheless weight evidence impartially, and in light of the
literary history of making such accusations based on otherness, unfamiliarity, and feat, the
Chinese newspaper charges appeat to be little more than an asgumentum ad ignorantiam , an
argument based on ignorance of the facts. Accusations of sexual impropricties were
commonly ascribed in China to missionaries and foreigners in general — Matteo Ricci and

A (L
Adam Schall, for example. Robert Entenmann writes that,@%lristians were often suspected
of sexual license, a charge often made against the White Lotus sectatians.” A Chinese
official from Xintu, alnot&th()se who conflated Christians and the White Lotus Sect, wtote

W

to local Christians:@hey say that every day, morning, and night, you pray to God, and men
and women gather together; that at night, you keep in good order as long as the prayer lasts,
then as soon as it is over, you extinguish all lights and engage i shameful and abominable
ctimes. Is that true?”?!

‘The Bixie jishi contains prints of Catholics in often-ridiculous depictions. The text

refers to Catholicism as the “pig grunt religion,” employing a homophone from the term

22 Criveller, 35.

B Robert E. Entenmann, “Chtistian Virgins in Eighteenth-Century Sichuwan,” in Chiistianity in China: From the
Eighteenth Century to the Present, ed. By Daniel H. Hayes (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 183.

2 Quoted in André Ly, Jowrnal d'Audré Ly, prétre chinoise, sissionaive et notaire apostoligne, 1747-1763, ed by Adrien
Launey (Patis: Alphonse Picard et fils, 1906), 12.




“zhujino,” 3 or “Lord of Heaven” religion, keeping the pronunciation but changing the
characters to “zhujiao,” 5 #| or “pig’s grunt.” In one print we sce a crucified pig

surrounded by worshippers, and below them ate foreign priests and a Chinese Christian with

wotmen or&#ix laps. The captions read:
%16 stench of [Christianity] has flowed thtough two thousand years of time. . . .
From ail quatters people who hardly know each other freely mate and pair, human
beings (i.e., Chinese) and devils (i.c., foreigners), women and men, sleeping upon the
same pillows. . .. Let all join with their relatives, their neighbors, and the members
of theit parents’ and wives’ clans in taking stringent precautions against the entty of
cuckolds — the brothers of the pig of heaven — into their homes.”
The men are all wearing green hats, the traditional Chinese sign of a cuckold. With such
images and rumors disseminated during the late nineteenth century, it is no wonder that the
Jus primae noctis trope was so readily ascribed to foreigners such as Guo Xide.
In light of the evidence, the accusations may be consigned to the same status given
to the medieval belief in the “right of first night” — namely, “legend.” - Chinese soutces
demonstrate that histoties of Guo Xide evolve from an innocent victim of local hostilities in

the eatly-twentieth century Ninggiang xianyfi, to a lascivious tapist in the 1989 Zhongeno jiao an

shi and the recent Chinese newspapets. 'The People’s Daily, the Xénhya News
Agency, and other Chinese sources published near the canonizations
share a common theme — historical misprision inspired by reactions to

what seems to be colonialist invasion, itself an apparent form of rape.

% Translated in Cohen, image 6 after page 140.
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