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In the Taiwan of the early 1900s, the happiness of a married 

woman depended on providing a son. Doing so became an 

obsession, involving various rituals. Nownow combines traditions 

and history to provide a visually ravishing look at the lives of 

women in Qing dynasty Taiwan. 

 
 

Taiwan during the Qing dynasty was deeply patriarchal. Women 

were disregarded from birth, their only purpose was to make a good 

marriage. But once married, the pressure was on to provide sons. 

This gave rise to various folk practices which were claimed to ensure 

male offspring. Chieh watches as her sister-in-law, obsessed with 

giving birth to a son, gives in to these superstitions. And she herself 

is under pressure to marry – can she ever break free? 

 

Walking by the river one day, she comes across the body of a woman. 

A priestess is summoned to ensure her spirit passes peacefully and 

does not haunt the town. The woman, with her mysterious ways, 

does seem able to communicate with the spirit world and Chieh, 

seeing a glimmer of hope, enrolls as her apprentice. But soon after, 

small handprints start appearing on her legs as she sleeps, while 

more women go missing or are found dead. What will Chieh do, and 

will she find the life she wants? 

 

A look at an independent young woman during the Qing dynasty, 

Guardienne is critical of the society of the time. Mixing folk tales and 

religion, it portrays the struggle of the women of the era living in a 

provincial city, and the beauty and tragedy of their lives. 

 

Nownow 小峱峱 

A graduate of National Taiwan University of the Arts, Nownow excels 

in portrayals of traditional clothing and her work has been serialized 

 
Publisher: Gaea Books 

Date: 10/2019 

Rights contact:  

booksfromtaiwan.rights@gmail.
com 

Pages: 188 

Volume: 1 (ongoing) 



  

 

in the Create Comic Collection. Guardienne has won the Best New 

Talent at the Golden Comics Awards. 

 
 



Mother says 
small feet 
make up for 

an ugly face 

Pretty, very 
pretty.

Oh, 
and are 
her feet 
small?

Tiny! I’ve 
been match-
making for 

years, but 
never seen 

smaller!

She’ll easily marry 
into a good family 
with those feet. 

“You be careful, and 
do what your husband 
tells you.”

Pant



“Bear a son and 

secure your 

place”

You’re a 
curse on 
my son!

Are you 
trying to 

destroy our 
family? 

Take that 
burden of 
yours and 

get out! 

Don’t 
worry, 
mother.

I’ve 
found a 
way to 

help her.

Quick!

They’re 
chasing 

us!

Chapter 1

Run!



My feet…

Hurry 

up!

Chapter 1



Splash

That will 

solve 

the 

problem.

Thank 

you, 

Master!



It’s up to 

her now, 

so keep 

a close 

watch!

Of 

course, 

Master!

Sis,

can I take 

this off 

now?

Chieh!

You 

pest! 
All the 

trouble 

he took 

over the 

ceremony!

But it’s 

all wet, it’s 

horrible.

What if 

we can’t 

get you 

married?

A big-

footed 

girl like 

you...

Oh, not 

this 

again...
It’ll 

work 

out.



Sis?
Oh, this 

will 

not 

do...

Aunt!

Aunt, 

please 

wait...

Be 

good...

That’s good...

Don’t cry...

Shih-liu

You brat!

What 

are you 

doing?

Aunt...



She just 

started 

crying...

You can’t 

even look 

after a 

baby!

You’re 

useless!

And 

you, 

Yu-lan,

If you can’t 

manage the 

servants, 

how can you 

manage a 

household?

I’m 

sorry...

What are 

you going 

to do if 

you ruin the 

ritual?

It’s 

all my 

fault...

And why 

are you 

wearing 

those 

clothes?

Worry 

about the 

child, not 

attracting 

men!

It’s for 

your own 

good...



Lian,

I’m going to 

the temple, will 

you come?

Of 

course, 

Miss.

Four years ago, 



in the hope of helping 
our ailing father,

my brother married,

to a girl introduced by our relatives.



But once my 
niece was born

Sis seemed to change.
She became obsessed with 
these rituals.

Before 
they died,
my parents 
nagged 
me about 
getting 
married.

But if I do



will I be the same as Sis?

My entire life 
depending on 
what comes 
out of my 
belly?

Guanyin, 

keep my 

family 

safe...

No…

No…

I don’t 
want to 
live like 
that.



?

What’s 

happened?

Such a 

young 

woman... 

what a 

pity.

Maybe she 

was having 

an affair?

What on 

earth 

happened?

Maybe she 

just fell 

over!

Look at 

how small 

her feet 

are! Women 

like that 

don’t cheat!

Why are they 
talking like 
that when 
she’s still 
lying there?

Please, 

don’t panic.



Magistrate: The magistrate was the local 
administrator for the Qing, responsible for 
public buildings, maintaining order, keeping 
population records and solving crimes.

*Magistrate!

Such a 

tragedy,

This neighborhood…

Magistrate!

I have arranged 

for a powerful 

*priestess to aid 

her passing to the 

spirit world. 

Please, do 

not worry.

Priestess: Usually an elderly 
woman, able to communicate 
with the spirits.

We cannot have 

ghosts causing 

trouble.



I didn’t 

know they 

could be 

so young!

She’s 

gorgeous!

Excuse 

me!

Please, 

let me 

see.



I’ve never seen a ritual like this.

It’s like a dance.

And her 
singing, so 
deep but 
clear. It feels 
calming.

It’s as if she really can 
talk to the spirits.



Maybe she’s the answer…

Move 
on, 

move 
on!

There’s 
nothing 
to see!

magistrate, 

you asked 

me to 

release 

her spirit,

Have you 

found 

anything 

suspicious?

You 

fear she 

might 

become a 

ghost?

You 

need 

not 

worry.

I did this 

to help 

calm the 

locals.

If there 

has been any 

crime, I shall 

handle it. 

Do take 

care.



Wait, 

please!

If Sis believes 
in all that…

then maybe if I can get the 
priestess to speak to her…

Can I help 

you?

I’m sure I 
change her 
mind!

I hope 

you can 

help me...

I mean... 

accept 

me as an 

apprentice!

What? 

What 

are you 

talking 

about?

Please, 

you’re so 

powerful, 

you could 

easily 

teach me,

and I’m 

very hard-

working....

Let 

go.



I’m 

serious! 

My 

family want 

to marry 

me off, but 

I won’t let 

them.

They 

don’t 

listen to 

me, but 

you...

But my 

feet aren’t 

bound, so 

I’ll never 

f ind a good 

husband.

there’s 

nothing 

odd in a 

girl being 

married.

He’ll be 

some bad-

tempered 

oaf 

or an old 

man who 

wants a 

concubine.

We’ll 

barely know 

each other, 

and they’ll 

bully me 

until I have 

a son.

Isn’t that 

odd?

Well,

maybe I 

could 

give you 

an oppor-

tunity.

Really?

Here is a 

needle.

Thread a 

hair of the 

deceased 

through the 

eye of this 

needle,

to learn of 

their last 

memories.

......



You saw 

that dead 

woman 

just now? 

Use her 

hair as a 

test.

Get me one 

of her hairs, 

and I’ll think 

about it.

Her hair...

Yes. 

Just one 

strand. 

Simple, 

isn’t it?
Look, they 

haven’t taken 

her far. Go and 

catch them.

How long 
do I have to 
choose?

If Sis hears 
the gossip, 
maybe not 
long…

And it’s just one hair, 

and my life would be my own…



Sirs! 

Wait!

What?
Can’t you 

see we’re 

busy? Out 

of the way!

But…

I would 

like to 

ask a 

favor!

I’d just 

like to 

take one 

hair…

Ow!



That 

hurt!

Crazy 

brat!

Just 

one! 
For the 

priestess 

you just 

saw...

It won’t 

keep you 

long.

It’ s just 

some 

drowned 

girl, 

we’ll 

handle it.

No need 

for this 

fuss.

Clear 

off!

Ow!

Careful!



Hold it 

steady!

What 

are 

you 

doing?

It’s 

this 

kid...

Her 
hand…



...just 

go 

home, if you’re 

going to 

come back 

empty-

handed. 

Did her 

spirit 

tell you 

anything?

!!

That 

woman 

didn’t 

drown.

My brother 

is an aide 

to the 

magistrate, 

and 

sometimes 

I read his 

papers. 

People 

struggle 

when they 

drown, they 

wouldn’t 

have clean 

nails like 

hers.

Some-

thing’s 

not right!



Don’t you 

think you 

should ask? 

And I could 

help! I can 

read and 

write...

Oh, you 

can write? 

That makes 

things 

easier.

?

If you’re 

so keen to 

help, visit 

Tungyueh 

Temple, 

write a plaint 

on behalf 

of the dead, 

and burn it 

to inform 

the Great 

Tungyueh of 

this injustice.

But... .you 

must be sure 

that Great 

Tungyueh 

will wish to 

intervene,



or not only 

will you fail, 

it will all end 

badly for 

you too.

For after 

all, not even 

the gods 

of the 

underworld

wish to 

intervene 

in every 

injustice.

if there has been 
no injustice

there is no need for 
either hair or plaint.



You knew 

from the 

start 

she was 

murdered, 

didn’t you?

You’re 

giving 

me a 

headache. 
I don’t 

have the 

time for 

this.

Don’t 

go!

If the 

woman has 

a grievance, 

why can’t 

someone do 

something?

Or 

was 

that 

whole 

ritual 

a sham, 

What 

did 

you 

say!?

to 

scare 

me and 

the 

others 

away?

I’m saying 

your 

actions are 

inconsistent!And what 

gives a 

child the 

right to 

criticize 

me?

Very well, 

very well, 

that’s 

enough.



Young 

girl,

you are 

certainly 

quick-

witted. 

Who is this?

My 

apologies, 

I did not 

mean to 

startle you.

And if you 

are so 

powerful, 

They seem to know 
each other well…

What is your 

name, girl?

what need 

do you have 

to put on 

such an act, 

priestess?

My 

family 

is Du...



Miss 

Du, 
our 

priestess 

was merely 

testing you. 

If you want 

to see her 

again, 

simply 

visit 

Yunghua 

Temple.

Really!

Excellent, 

thank you, 

sir!

Until next 

time. Keep 

well.Until 

next time. 

Keep well.

Okay!

He didn’t seem 
like a bad man…

but can I 
trust them?

Oh!

I... I’m 

sorry 

for the 

wait.

Really, Miss...

What’s the 

rush? I just 

got here.



The Annals of Taiwanese Customs records that praying 
at Chungching Temple then stirring the vinegar jars will 
make wishes come true.

Miss, I’ve 

heard 

that if 

you wrap 

strands 

of 

two people’s 

hairs round 

a chopstick, 

then use it 

to stir the 

vinegar urns 

at Chungching 

Temple, 

their 

wishes 

will come 

true! 

Perhaps 

we could 

do this 

for your 

brother and 

his wife?

No!
I don’t 
want to 
hear any 

more about 
hair!

I’ve 

already 

said,

I don’t 

want your 

parents 

coming 

here with 

all their 

spiritual 

nonsense.

Husband!

 It’s all 

for our 

family.

It’s 

my 

fault

 for 

not 

giving 

you a 

son...

Don’t 

think like 

that. 

 I need to 

work, you 

should 

rest.



Brother

...
And where 

have you 

been causing 

trouble 

today?

I...

just went 

to the 

temple?

The 

neighbors 

have already 

been to 

see me

 about 

you 

running 

about all 

day. They 

think you 

need a 

husband 

to keep 

you in 

line.

Why does 

everyone 

want to 

get me 

married?
You’re 

not a 

child any 

more,

and I’d like to 

see you happily 

married too. 

Just don’t 

turn out 

like your 

sister-in-

law...



She 

means 

wel...

I 

know, 

she just 

pays too 

much 

attention 

to others.

Anyway,

don’t 

worry 

about that, 

I’ll talk to 

her. 

Off 

you 

go, 
I have 

documents 

to read.

Malt 

candy!

Thanks, 

brother!

It’s so 

sweet! 

Thanks, 

Miss.I got 

them 

from my 

brother 

anyway.

Shih-liu, 

are you 

okay? Do 

they hit 

you?

No, 

no! 
You don’t 

need to 

worry, 

go and 

sleep.
Hmmm



At least 

little 

Lychee’s 

asleep.

My feet are 
sore from all 
that walking.

I hope the 
priestess takes 
me on…

Hey?

What are these marks?



They’re 
like 

little…

handprints!?

Could it be…



Have I….

… bRought 
something 

back?





Taiwanese folklore in Guardianne / CCC Editors

Women are yin, men are yang
Women a curse, men a blessing

Both Chieh’s sister-in-law and the lowly servant Shih-liu think folk 
methods can guarantee a son. And traditional marriage customs, from 
the dowry to the speaking of auspicious words, show the expectations 
placed on the bride to provide sons. Ceremonies were carried out to try 
to ensure a boy. In one, women who had given birth to a girl ate pig’s 
intestines in the hope of replacing their womb with a new one.

Unwanted girls might be lucky and, like Lychee, be accepted by their 
parents. Others would never grow up. Miscellaneous Records of Anping 
County records: “In the villages of Tainan, daughters are often drowned 
by the aggrieved parents-in-law of the mother.” This was because a 
daughter was a burden for an ordinary family: the dowry required 
to marry her off would be cripplingly expensive. Meanwhile, female 
infanticide meant many men could not find wives. And the refusal to 
allow servant girls to marry and the practice of adopting young girls to 
raise to be wives also arises.

Local gentry would sometimes act, raising public and government 
money for a foundling hospital, where unwanted daughters could be 
left. These were found in many locations in Taiwan.

Folk methods to ensure sons

On marriage:
For many sons: Include a potted Canna lily in your dowry (the name 
of which sounds similar to that for the male reproductive organs and 
the phrase “many births”), and also pomegranates (for many male 
offspring) and osmanthus (for wealth).



On conception:
Followers of Lady Linshui believe she controls the Hundred Flowers 
Bridge, the flowering shrubs of which represent the female womb. 
The flowers on the shrubs represent the children: white for a boy, red 
for a girl. Before the ceremony, offerings are prepared, including the 
Canna lily. During the ceremony a Daoist priest symbolically crosses 
the Hundred Flowers Bridge and removes a white flower, which the 
supplicant takes home, along with the Canna lily. The ceremony is 
believed to change a female fetus to a male.

* Symbols: It is said that swallowing certain magic symbols in the third 
month of pregnancy can change the sex of a fetus.

* Incantations: In the third month of pregnancy the mother-to-be must 
bathe, dress well and, in the dead of night, walk three times around 
a well. Then, looking at her reflection in the water and never looking 
back, she must say:

Women are yin, men are yang
Women a curse, men a blessing

The well must then be sealed for three days.

On birth:
Womb-changing
If a girl is born, her family has ten days to carry out the following 
ceremony to avoid a reoccurrence:
1. Stuff a pig stomach with glutinous rice, add the four sacred 

ingredients and place in a new teapot.
2. Bind six copper coins with a red thread, tie a longan to each end, 

then bind to the mouth of the teapot.
3. This should be carried, by the woman’s family, to her new home, and 

placed in the center of her bed. They should then leave quietly after 
praying to Bed Mother, the female goddess of the bedchamber.

4. The woman should eat the pig intestines, then place the teapot under 
her bed.

5. Before giving birth again, the teapot should be removed and used to 
toast the birth. Many believe this process will replace the woman’s 
womb with one which will give sons.





Sir, I was 

on my way 

to work 

early that 

morning and saw the 

woman, but 

nothing 

else.

She 

married 

into some 

far-off 

family 

years ago, 

and I 

hadn’t 

seen her 

since.

I was 

the go-

between 

for the 

marriage,

such a 

shame it 

came to 

this...

She was 

named Tsai 

Shun, aged 

19. Did you 

know her?

She 

was my 

older-

sister.

Yes,



Chapter 2



Where is this…?

That river?



Waa

!!

I fell 
asleep 
again…

Waa

Waa



And those marks 
are still there.

Where’s that 
strange smell 
coming from?



I think 
it’s from 

Sis’s 
room.

Why

is there a 
teapot under 

the bed?

Waa

Shih-liu?

Sh!

Quick, 

come 

out!

That 

teapot’s 

important 

to her,

don’t 

touch 

it.

Why?



It’s part 

of the 

womb-

changing 

ceremony.

?

If you don’t 

have a son, 

your family 

brings you 

pig stomach in 

a teapot,

you eat it, then 

put the pot 

under the bed. 

Then you get 

a new womb 

and have a boy 

next time.

She’s lost 

so many 

pregnancies, 

and then in 

the end only 

had a girl.

Look,

Your 

brother 

must be 

disappointed, 

even if he 

doesn’t say 

so.

My womb is 

useless.



What 
is she 

talking 
about?How can 

she say 
these 

things?

What’s the 

use of 

raising a 

girl?

I’m going 

to try 

pig 

stomach

to get a 

better 

womb...

Miss?

!!



It’s 

following 

me!

What 

should I 

do?
Someone 

help me!






