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THE OLD LORD AND THE NEW DYNASTY:
CAO HUACHUN DURING THE MING-QING
TRANSITION

YU HUIT

ABSTRACT Cao Huachun (1598-1662) was a prominent and powerful
eunuch in the late Ming and early Qing periods, serving at the courts of
five successive reigns: Wanli, Taichang, Tianqi, and Chongzhen of the Ming
dynasty, and Shunzhi of the Qing dynasty. He had a mixed reputation during
his lifetime and experienced the full extremes of both honor and disgrace
posthumously. As a highly controversial and significant figure, his life story
in the Ming-Qing transition represents a personal struggle for survival,
which provides a paradigmatic case for historians to observe the monumental
shifts of the era. Waving between the Chongzhen Emperor and the Shunzhi
Emperor, Cao’s choices revealed how various factions aligned themselves
and vied for the discursive authority over “historical memory” against the
backdrop of the “Jiashen Incident” (1644). Ultimately, his political career
embodied a complex process by which the inner court culture continued and
transformed during the period of a dynastic rupture.
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