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Pretty Boys Rule, Pretty Girls Drool: Masculine Beauty and Karmic Destiny
Vesperus’ masculine beauty is a central theme in Li Yu’s moral comedy, The Carnal Prayer Mat. What’s more, his life trajectory parallels non-Mahayana Indic accounts of Siddhartha’s path to enlightenment, particularly on the emphasis placed on descriptions of both men’s physical perfection and their subsequent sexual appetite and prowess. Both Vesperus’ and Siddhartha’s masculine beauty propels them forward on their life paths, positioning them in the simultaneously instructive and destructive feminine sphere of the inner quarter. The wealth of sexual experiences gives both men the necessary insight for their critical realization of the superficiality and emptiness of a life guided by carnal desires and sexual pursuits of women. As a result, masculine beauty becomes a critical component in and indication of a man’s ultimate karmic destiny in The Carnal Prayer Mat. Beautiful women consequently are positioned as Vesperus’ sexually instructive tools and immoral opponents. Their further importance as sites of masculine karmic retribution speaks to the degree to which the novel works within a Buddhist framework of gender dichotomies. Ultimately, The Carnal Prayer Mat places beautiful men in a privileged position destined to enlightenment, as their physical perfection affords them access to the critical sexual experiences and lifestyles that they must reject in order attain enlightenment. 

While The Carnal Prayer Mat is laced with Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist doctrine, this paper aims to understand Buddhist concepts of destiny, karma, and enlightenment through an analysis of representations of masculine ideal beauty in late Imperial China. Vesperus’ and Siddhartha’s parallel life journeys, particularly with respect to experiences in the sexually lascivious, inner feminine spheres, are important in distinguishing the Buddhist undertones in Li Yu’s novel. The Carnal Prayer Mat follows Vesperus’ journey on the carnal prayer mat, beginning with his abandonment of his wife, Jade Scent, his quest for sexual pleasure through carefully calculated seduction and bodily disfigurement, physical decay through loss of vital energy, the acceptance of an ascetic life, and ending with his ultimate state of enlightenment. Non-Mahayana accounts of Siddhartha’s life, compiled in John Power’s Bull of a Man: Images of Masculinity, Sex, and the Body in Indian Buddhism, begin with his sheltered life in his father’s palace, particularly in the “inner quarters” of the harem of beautiful women who satiate his sexual appetite, his disillusionment through the realization of human suffering, the rejection of his royal lifestyle (including the abandonment of his wife and unborn son), devotion to meditation, asceticism, and ultimate enlightenment. 

In both The Carnal Prayer Mat and the story of Siddhartha, particular emphasis is placed on their masculine perfection, characterized by beauty, insatiable sexual appetite, intelligence, and athleticism. What’s more, these beautiful traits are described as heavenly-endowed gifts, owning to the cosmic notion that male beauty is a mark of good karma that indicates a morally upright past life and a promising future of grandeur. As Bernard Faure describes in Buddhist Approaches to Sexuality, “In a man, beauty is often perceived as the effect of a good karma” (Faure 20). The critical link between good karma and masculine physical perfection is reflected in the story of Siddhartha. According to his autobiographers, the Bodhisattva had all the physical qualities that would promise his greatness as a man later in life, including “soles of his feet marked with a wheel, the fingers and toes joined by a web, the circle of hair growing between his eyebrows, and testicles withdrawn like an elephant” (Powers 30). These physical traits were important markers for others to recognize his destiny of greatness. Thus, Li Yu’s description of Vesperus’ intellect and beauty as divine blessing reveals the underlying Buddhist rhetoric of physical traits as being indicators of karma and destiny. 

Li-Yu introduces Vesperus as the beautiful poet, paying special attention to his unmatched beauty that coincides with his superior intellect. What’s more, these gifts of beauty and intelligence are described as Heavenly-endowed. When first meeting Vesperus, Lone Peak muses, “What a fine intelligence the man has! But the Creator is at fault for giving him this physical form. Why match a heart that was meant for the study of Buddha with a face that will lead to damnable deeds?” (Yu 21). This sentiment of beauty as a cosmic gift from higher beings is echoed in Vesperus’ narcissistic self-reflection when deciding whether to take a life path of asceticism, filial piety, or sexual debauchery: “Since Heaven has given birth to someone like me, it must also have given birth to a girl fit to be my mate….That is why at twenty I am still unmarried—I want to do full justice to my genius and my looks” (Yu 25). 

Vesperus’ wish to do “justice” to his intellectual brilliance and looks speaks to the degree to which masculine beauty is an important catalyst of sexual desire and subsequent acts of seduction and moral transgression. Lone Peak describes Buddha, the Lord of Heaven, as a doting and overly indulgent parent who has blundered in giving a favored child, Vesperus, too many blessings: 

By the time the boy grows up, he is convinced that his body and nature were given to him by Heaven and Earth and nurtured by his father and mother so that no harm will ever befall him, and he does any wicked thing that enters his head. Only after he has committed a crime and been sentenced by the judge to a beating or by the Court to execution does he resent the fact that his parents’ excessive indulgence has brought him to this state” (Yu 26). 

Though Lone Peak laid out three life-path options for Vesperus, warning him about the suffering that will come with a life on the carnal prayer mat, he also understands that his good looks will influence an unavoidable life trajectory marked by sexual desires and pursuits. Masculine beauty thus occupies a privileged position that, in many ways, is above moral code, as Vesperus’ good looks will naturally inform his destiny. This is also echoed in the story of Siddhartha, whose beauty was so great that his stepmother’s foremost concern when he left the palace walls to pursue a life of meditation is the loss of his physical beauty.  
In addition to physical beauty and intelligence, Li Yu presents athleticism as an important aspect of beautiful masculinity in late imperial China. Vesperus demonstrates his physical abilities through his sexual virility. Comically, Vesperus is endowed with a small penis, much to his chagrin: “My looks and talent are only for show, they’re of no practical use. You endowed me liberally enough with them, but in the case of this all-important item you wouldn’t even lift a finger of help!” (Yu 108). His desire to seduce as many women as possible leads him to replace his previous penis with that of a dog. When he does have a large enough penis, he finally has the courage in his sexual virility to pursue beautiful women. What’s more, his large penis is crucial in deeply satisfying women. The importance of sexual athleticism was also an essential component of Siddhartha’s perfected masculinity. According to Siddhartha’s father and cousin, the “duty of man” is intimately tied to the ability to both emotionally and sexually pleasure women. In addition to having three wives, Siddhartha had a harem of thousands of women. His sexual abilities were so advanced that he is “credited with the ability to fully satisfy every one of his women, and each imagined that he spent time only with her” (Powers 35). 

Li Yu’s descriptions of Vesperus’ sexual interactions with the violent rhetoric of warfare, where spying, stratagem, and penetration of the inner quarter are of most importance, speaks to the degree to which sex is tied to physical aptitude, a marker of beautiful masculinity. Once he does access the feminine sphere, Vesperus’ penis is described as a necessary weapon in the battlegrounds of sex: “One must understand that the principles of sexual intercourse are exactly like those of warfare; only a great man who can estimate the enemy ores will make a skillful general” (Yu 151). It is not surprising, then, that the Knave’s sword was the first object to stimulate an erection in Vesperus’ new, improved penis. What’s more, his first sexual encounter with his new penis is with Fragrance, who, in a fit of passion, describes his sexuality as an overwhelming “power.” When sex between the couple begins to feel pleasurable for Fragrance, Vesperus is motivated to show off his skills to the utmost, despite her calls for him to stop penetrating:  “Vesperus wanted to display his prowess and was not ready to spend” (Yu 155). Sex is also illustrated as initially painful for his objects of desire due to his enormous size of his penis, while female orgasms are repeatedly described in the language of violence, specifically likened to death. For example, while performing cunnilingus to Cloud she describes her orgasm as so overwhelming that it is like death, “Don’t do that! It’s too much! It’ll be the death of me!” 

It is also important to note that because of the heavenly blessings of beauty and intelligence, Vesperus is able to successfully penetrate the inner quarter: “‘Talent and looks,’ said the Knave, ‘are sweeteners for the medicine of seduction…If a man goes in for seduction and has neither looks nor talent, he’ll not be able to get a foot in the door’” (Yu 100). As a result, The Carnal Prayer Mat constructs a world in which beautiful men are those who are worthy enough to try their hands as Cassanova-like womanizers. Without superficial beauty, it is quite possible that Vesperus’ destiny for sexual licentiousness would have unfolded differently, as his various objects of desire may have rejected his sexual advances. On a similar note, Vesperus’ heavenly-endowed beauty is attracts the beautiful women’s gaze, positioning him as an object that these women enact their equally insatiable lust upon: “But there is one thing to remember about them all: their desire for sex is fully equal to that of those men with lustful eyes” (Yu 129). In other words, had Vesperus been an ugly or average looking man, his female companions may have overlooked him, thus curtailing his quest for sexual debauchery. 
While Vesperus’ masculine perfection enables him access to the inner quarters, allowing him to further his agenda of seducing beautiful women, Buddhist gendering of women as the roots of human suffering cast a moral light on the young libertine’s supposed good fortune. That is to say that In the Carnal Prayer Mat, Li Yu works within patriarchal Buddhist gender constructs and dynamics through which morality, destiny, and karmic retribution can be measured. As a result, the morally ambiguous and wholly dangerous female gaze is an important and recurring trope that upholds Buddhist notions of the impurity and inferiority of the female sex. Beautiful women are particularly hazardous in Buddhist doctrine as they create desire in men, the root of suffering, through an attachment to worldly things: “[Beauty] in a woman it is usually seen as the result of past sin—paradoxically enough, because it produces attachment in men” (Faure 20). It is no coincidence that Mara, the deity of the Desire Realm, represents the greatest opponent to Buddha. In the story of Siddhartha, Mara sends his three daughters, the epitome of female beauty and sexuality, to seduce the Bodhisattva in an attempt to defeat him. However, Siddhartha had already devoted himself to attaining enlightenment, and thus was not moved by their attempts at seduction (Powers 47).

As a result, women are dangerous opponents and key roadblocks for Vesperus, as their lust and beauty start the chain reaction of desire and worldly attachment: “[There is a] fundamental ambivalence toward the female body: feared and despise, fascinating and grotesque, it constitutes a stumbling block for the male practitioner” (Faure 57). Since sight is the first sense that creates human attraction and ultimate worldly attachment, the female gaze is one site to understand the danger of beautiful women for the male Buddhist practitioner:  “Eyes of this type are what are commonly knows as lustful eyes…if they meet a woman with lustful eyes, one who shares their own weakness, then winks will pass back and forth, a whole love letter will be exchanged through their eyes, and they’ll be inextricably involved” (Yu 19). The perilous female gaze is well illustrated in Vesperus’ final love affair with the “wicked young women,” Cloud, Lucky Jade, and Lucky Pearl, who hold him hostage within their inner quarters, ultimately depleting his vital resources and leaving him in desperate need of rejuvenation. 

An understanding of the meaningless superficiality of female beauty is critical in the enlightenment of those beautiful men destined for enlightenment. The notion that Vesperus was destined to a life on the carnal prayer mat—“Lone Peak also told me that since his words had failed to convince me, I would have to gain my enlightenment on the carnal prayer mat” (Yu 297)—is akin to Siddhartha’s epiphanies about female beauty within his father’s palace. Siddhartha’s ultimate disillusionment with court life happens upon seeing his harem, beautifully adorned in the light of day, sleeping as lecherous bawds after a wild night of partying. This grotesque site causes him to fully comprehend the evil of desire (Powers 39). Moreover, the epiphany of the true nature of female beauty causes Siddhartha to ponder the superficiality and perishable nature of the human body, the body itself being, “A mass of suffering that is constantly oozing fouls substance.” With an understanding of the vulnerable nature of the human body that is destined to suffer, he is free of both desire and future suffering:

Oh King, I no longer have any impulse of desire. I have had all that is desirable 
and gave up thousands of beautiful women. Finding no joy in the things of the 
world, I renounced them all to gain supreme awakening, the greatest happiness 
(Powers 42)

It is important to note that Siddhartha’s critical epiphany about the human body comes through the recognition of the shallow nature of female beauty. The superficiality of feminine beauty extends to the condemnation of the entire female body in Buddhist doctrine (part of the Bodhisattva’s purity is validated by his miraculous birth, where he was able to eliminate contact with his mother’s amniotic fluids). The notion of the polluting, impure, and superficial female body is echoed in Li Yu’s description of the leaking, uncontrollable female body. In each of Vesperus’ adulterous sexual encounters, which are inherently immoral, a rush of fluid from her vagina marks his object of desire’s orgasm: “After a spell of earth-shaking activity, Fragrance’s passions were in full flow, and she kept crying ‘darling boy’ over and over again, as her fluid spread everywhere” (Yu 154). The “flood” of female liquids marks Vesperus’ sexual prowess, affirming his beautiful masculinity, while simultaneously positioning his female object of desire as subordinate through her uncontrollable pollution. 


From a contemporary Western feminist perspective, women are problematically left without agency as the sites of karmic retribution for their male counterpart’s moral misdeeds. As Lone Peak pontificates at the closing of Li Yu’s novel: 


In principle your sins are beyond forgiveness, but thanks to your virtuous wives’ 
redeeming your debts for you, much of the burden has been lifted from your 
shoulders. Otherwise, even if you cultivated your conduct for ten lives, let alone 
one, you’d still be condemned to the cycle of birth and death, unable to escape 
your fate” (Yu 309). 

However, using a Buddhist understanding of gender, the female sex necessarily must pay since beautiful women are primary antagonists for those beautiful men on the path to enlightenment. Karmic notions of retribution justify why women, especially the wives, must pay for the misdeeds of their husbands.


It is important to note that Vesperus’ and Siddhartha’s years spent on the carnal prayer mat are another key component of ideal masculinity. Both men proved their sexual virility, and renounce their hypersexuality only after realizing the emptiness of worldly attachment. Siddhartha’s autobiographies were careful to show that the rejection of the sensual life was not a reflection of his masculine lack. Rather, it proves his supreme masculinity, which allows him to transcend the carnal realm : “The aim of these accounts appears to be to counteract suspicions that when he later decided to leave the palace he might have done so because he was not a real man. It is important that when a future Buddha rejects sensuality he does so after fully experiencing all its purported pleasures (Powers 32). What’s more, he left mastering sexuality, not hurt by it: “Moreover, he should not leave his life as a result of a painful relationship breakup or a personal trauma or because his sensuality is in any ways impaired; rather, the bodhisattva must be a ‘stallion,’ a supremely virile superman able to pleasure huge numbers of women” (33) 
Likewise, the ability to quell desire, particularly sexual ones, is a critical step on the path to enlightenment. This is reflected in Vesperus’ repentance, which focuses on the immorality of adultery: 

I used to believe I had a right to sleep with other men’s wives…While I was down there sleeping with their wives, they were up her sleeping with my wife, but whereas my affair was secret, theirs was carried on in public, and while I took a man’s wife and made her my concubine, someone took y wife and turned her into a prostitute. In the light of my experience, adultery is something to be avoided at all costs” (Yu 297). 

To repent, Vesperus cuts off his penis, the emblem of desire and sexual pleasure and the root of his suffering: “This is the root cause of all my sins, my nemesis, he thought…If I don’t cut it off, I can never be anything more than an animal” (Yu 305). While this act may be considered defiling, particularly within Confucian notions of filial piety, the underlying sentiment of “destiny” justifies this act of self-castration. As a result, he feels little pain after the self-induced procedure and finds a complete loss of desire, making his vow of celibacy much easier to uphold: “Evidently he was destined to shed his animal fate and to be transformed, for the amputation did not feel terribly painful. From that time on, he desires ceased and his moral purpose gained in strength…” (Yu 306). 


On one level, beauty, intelligence, and sexual athleticism are heavenly gifts not only because they enable Vesperus access to the inner quarter. More importantly, however, these bodily endowments allow him to engage in the sexual licentiousness that informs his later rejection of the carnal prayer mat. The excess of this immoral lifestyle within the dangerous feminine sphere is critical because it gives Vesperus the perspective to come to his ultimate realization of the emptiness of a life guided by carnal desires, which create false attachments to worldly beings and things. Fragrance’s florid love letter to Vesperus illustrates the kinds of attachments that desire, lust, and sex create: “Not having seen me, how would you the now that state I’m in? I have no made up my mind to spend the rest of my life with you, and you must arrange it at once” (Yu 159). While Vesperus’ sexual liaisons arguably do blossom into genuine love, Buddhist doctrine argues that any kind of desire is a polluting poison for all human beings: “Desire is almost as defiling as the act itself, however….Desire, in the form of love (raga, a word meaning color, but also lewdness, concupiscence, lust, attraction), is therefore one of the ‘three poisons’ that pollute and maintain human existence” (Faure 17). Thus his experiences within “inner quarters,” defined by his desire for beautiful women that spark sexual excess that simultaneously affirm his virile masculinity, are fundamental components in his journeys to enlightenment.
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