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. Edltedby . This project.attempts a new reading of traditional Chinese fiction, taking
Michel I’IOCkX and IVO SmltS into consideration the indigenous characteristics of Chinese xiaoshuo texts
and the Chinese concept of fiction.' It critically evaluates the scope of
applying concepts offered by the new historicism, an approach developed
by English Renaissance specialists, to the Chinese context. This study
illustrates a new approach to Chinese fiction by ‘using the example of the
seventeenth-century novel Xingshi yinyuan zhuan (A Tale of Marriage
Destinies That Will Bring Society to Its Senses; hereafter: Yinyuan zhuan,
or ¥¥Z)* which previously has been rcad mainly as a comic story on the
theme of a Chinese virago. Analysis focuses on the dynamics of the text,
tracing- the flow of social energy and the permeability of boundaries
© between the literary and non-literary discourses. This approach enables us to
identify and analyse the voices and perceptions of the world in seventeenth-
century Chinese discourse. It contributes to an interdisciplinary enquiry into
fiction and its cultural context, which will be of interest to both the modern
literary critic and the historian of late imperial China;

PORTRAIT OF A VIRAGO

Viragos abound in Chinese literature but stories about shrewish wives and
henpecked husbands reach a climax in the xigoshuo writings of the late
Ming (1368~1644)/early Qing (1644-1911) era (Wu 1995). The Yinpuan
zhuan is the first novel to focus on a wife’s tyranny over her husband, and
Xue Sujie, the main female protagonist, appears as one of the most violent
and obnoxious viragos in Chinese literature (Wu 1986:142ff, 1995:110ff,
197). When Sujie batters her husband Dj Xichen, for example, the narrative
voice comments: :

Sujie charged at Di Xichen-and gave him a clip round the ear — who
would have thought that such a beautiful girl had hands like wood?
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She beat him until one side of his face became as red as the buttocks

of a monkey, swelling so much that it looked like steamed loaves of

bread. Di Xichen got exiremely upset and took up the whip she had

used to beat hér chambermaid to use it on her, Before he managed to .
hit her, however, Sujie got hold of it and threw him down on to the

floor, held down his head with her thighs and let the whiplashes rain

down on him. Di Xichen yelled out for his mother and father, ‘Help!

Help!’ (¥YYZ, 48:702)

Sujie, moreover, tortures Di Xichen with shoe needles and plier‘s (52:751-4,
-59:855), makes him kneel throughout the night locked into the privy and
.- fies him down there on a bench (60:867-8). She imprisons and starves him

. (63:902-3), bites a chunk out of his arm (73:1043), deals him‘six hundred
% blows with a club (95:1359-60) and pours hot charcoal down his collar

- (97:1385-6), » , ‘
7" These scenes have both amused and astounded literary critics in the East
" and the West, who have marvelled at Sujie’s antics. Unlike the viragos in
‘other Chinese stories, Sujie does not even repent her misdeeds in hell. The
“depiction of the virago in Yinyuan zhuan makes full use of irony and satire,
“painting a grotesque picture of social dysfunction and the inversion of social
- hierarchies — but what interest does it hold for the twentieth-century reader
. and how do we interpret it?
" Sujie has inspired. some modern critics fo write monographs about the

“phenomenon of the virago in Chinese literature (Wu 1995). In her study of

- the Chinese virago as a literary theme, Yenna Wu concludes that the

shrewish wife is both a social phenomenon and a literary type (1988:63).
“Citics have struggled to spell out the author’s intention in writing this work
:.on the theme of the shrew and on retribution as marital destiny — this is what

the title promises but the problem remains that principle and action do not .

“match up properly (Wu 1986). The literary critics Wimsatt and Beardsley
“have warned about the pitfalls of intentional fallacy: ‘the design or intention
of the author is neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging the
success of a work of literary art’ (Wimsatt and Beardsley [1954] 1995:90).
Whatever the author’s intention, and whether he succeeded in fulfilling it or
* “rot, the voices from the text may well have an altogether different story to

tell,

This leads us to some more intriguing questions: How did the characters
~of Sujie and Di Xichen come to be conceived? What were the elements in
the society of the time that led to the creation of such characters? What can

the novel tell us about life at the time in which it emerged? What story do
- . the voices in the text have to tell? Since critics have almost exclusively
" “focused on the theme of the virago and the analysis of rlietorical figures
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within the text, very little has been done to answer these questions.” T hey
demand an 9ppx'oach that enables us to fill the gaps in our understanding of
thestory in its cultural context. ’

THE NOVEL XINGSHI YINYUAN ZHUAN

Tl?e Yinyuan zhuan is a chapler-linked novel (zhanghui xiaoshuo) in an
1d}01r} approaching the vernacular. It appears as a comic novel, brimming
with irony and satire and with a delight in the grotesque, One of the longest
tl‘&}ditional novels ever written, the one hundred éhapter-long narrative is a
milestone in the history of the xiaoshuo between the sixteenth-century Jin
Ping Mei (The Plum in the Golden Vase) and the eighteenth-century
Hongloumeng (Dream of the Red Chamber; Story of the Stone). The action
takes place mainly in Shandong province and is set in the fifteenth century,
but detail and rhetoric rather refer to the time of its composition in the
slz\;e;;teenth century around the end of the Ming dynasty (Berg 1999; Wu
’ As the present title of the book, Xingshi yinyuan zhuan, and an earlier
title, £ yinyuan (Horrific Marriage Destinies) announce, the -principle of
yuan, “destiny’ or ‘affinity’ in Buddhist terminology, governs a network of
re}atxonships in human society. Yuan functions mainly in the specific usage
of yinyuan, the affinity that brings men and women together, It works in
both its positive sense as the source of love and lxmarx;iage and its negative
sense as predestined enmity and a bond of tragedy. The principlé of yuan
divides the plot into two parts, i.e. two sets of-'marriage destinjes, but
paradoxically it also links them. The first major protagonist Kills with his
arrow a fox demon on a hunt in Chapter 1. They are later reincarnated as the
protagonist Di Xichen and his shrewish wife Xue Sujie to play out the tale
of revenge for the fox’s slaughter. Finally, in Chapter 100, Sujie shoots back
the arrow at Di Xichen, fatally wounding him. . '

The novel, however, depicts not only the couple and their families but
more than a dozen major protagonists, several hundred minor characters and
masses of anonymous inhabitants of the fictional world. Apart from the
marital partners, we encounter characters in the- other Confucian ethical
relationships such as rulers and subjects, fathers and ‘sons, older and
younger brothers and friends,” We also see much more in sharp detail:
doctors, patients, teachers, students, merchants and patrons of scholarship.
We enter into the world of women, meeting not only shrewish but also
virtuous ones and a multitude of mothers, daughters, sisters, aunts, maids,
cooks and servants. In sum, a panoramic grand view of society unfolds
before us and explodes the thematic framework of marriage destinies.
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7

The author has so far remained anonymous and we know only his pen-

" name Xi Zhou Sheng, Scholar of the Western Zhou." The text suggests that

" he was familiar with life in Shandong province and.the capital Beijing in the

“1630s and"1640s; The novel must have been composed sometime between
1628 and 1681 and it remains uriclear whetlier it is a product of the Ming or
the Qing dynasty. Its voices and visions, however, appear to be s'teeped in
the late Ming world and reveal no explicit references to the dynastic change
or the Qing reign. Internal evidence suggests that the current timeframe in
- the narrative corresponds to the last two decades of thie Ming dynasty, from
: 'f’the late 1620s to the early 1640s, an era of political breakdown and social

Coart
o sln analysing the Yz'nyuarz zhuan, the first task is to ‘lnv.estlgate the .
‘characteristics of this text. With its fierce scrutiny of provincial society, the
'5’iny14a/1 zhuan appears as a novel of manners and has been called a ‘x1<)Yel
. of social realism’ (Wu 1991:55), but the issue of realism has proven a major

dilemma for literary critics. Andrew. Plaks, for example, observes:

Although in much of the.book we get'the sense of a thmoughgomg

realism that is almost cinematographic in- detail . . . this mimetic
... treatment gives way to various levels of unreahty or dlstOItlon at
-, many key points. (Plaks 1985 564)

“Critics -have been battling w1th the generic classifications of the novel
Labels for the novel range from ‘photographic realism’, not mimetic but
rather a ‘stylization of reality’, to ‘a conventional Buddhlst tale of moxa!
‘retribution’  that - fails ‘to achieve realistic integrity’ (Ch'’en Shouyi

1961:573; Wu 1986:170; Hsia 1968:204-5). The guidelines to the Yinyuan
- shuan refer 1o the paradox of fiction and realism in the text:

First, Chao Yuan, Di Zongyu, Miss Tong and Miss Xue in this tale '
are not the real names for I do not wish to let the facts expose the
" people, '
Second, for all the people with flawless moral conduct I use their
real names . . . . (YYZ, 3:1537) :

According to this claim the fictional and the historical coexist within the
‘farrative as complementary parts rather than opposites. The narrative even
, becomes explicit in erasing the borders of history. and fiction, reality and
“illusion by means of paradox when annbuncing: ‘Virtue becomes vice,
.. fiction becomes truth’ (9:127). Puns on zhen (real) and jia (false) in the toxt
T (10:146) anticipate the eighteenth-century llovol Hongloumeng, which
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develops this paradox further and declaxes as the leadel enters into the -
realm of the novels :

Truth.beoomes' fiction when the fiction’s true, V
Real becomes not-real when the unreal’s real.
(Hangloumeng 1957:1:5: Cao Xueqm 1973 55)

In the meuan zhuan the key nOthﬂ yuan (destmy) itself takes part in
the paradoxical play on reality and_illusion, appearing as jigyuan, a false
form of destiny (Y¥Z, 80:1134), Eventually yuan does turn out to play an
ambiguous role as the denouement does not match up with the principles
and promises involved in karmic retribution and marrlage destinies,

The identification of the voice of the narrator in the meuan zhuian also '
plays an important part in ‘the analysis of the narrative play on fiction and
history. According to the literary critics Gérard Genette and Mieke Bal, the
text consists of several agents that feflect perceived reality by speaking and

seeing: the - speakers/narrators and the perceivers/focalizors (Genette

1980:189-91; Bal 1988;119-20).° The terms narrator and focalizor rvefer to

a linguistic function and not a person, an ‘it’, a linguistic subject or agent

and not a ‘he’ or ‘she’, a inale or female pel son,® This also illustrates their
difference to the bloglaphlcal author or the implied author (Booth 1983:151(;

'Bal 1988: 120) Narrator(s) and focalizor(s) can appear as either identical or

different- agents. In addition the text reflects another layer of voices and:.
visions: those of the fictional char actels/actms who also perform by
speaking and perceiving. :

The voice of the narrator in the Yinyuan zhuan frequently interferes in -
the action as an omniscient agent. It also intrudes into the story announcmg
its presence as a visible ‘I' (wo). The ‘I’ in the story is but one version of

.the narrator, one of the several different possnbxlltles .of its manifestation.

The. narrative voice represents human follies and vices in carnivalesque
imagery with warning and apocalyptic overtones. In deploring the current
state of affairs and advertising a revival of Confucian norms and values; the
narrator reveals itself as a Confucian’ conservative. But it also appears in
many other guxses — telling and commenting while shifting its tone of voice
and parading once as a moralist, then as'a preacher, teacher, satirist,
humorist and caricaturist, It assuimes the voices of an epic' poet, scribe,
reporter and commentator, and even eye-witness, Addressing both fictional
characters and -the implied reader directly, it functions as a mediator
between the actors and the narratee, The narrative voice also stresses the
topicality of events in the story. By referring to nowadays (in), it
fubucates the illusion oi toplcal references linking'the world in the story to

\
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= “the contemporary present time of narrating in the seventeenth century (e.g.
- YYZ,20:304).° o S

i ' In the Yinyuan zhuan, then, fiction and history both divide and converge:

" the good characters retain their ‘real’ names and the bad characters assume

" ~pseydonyms, Some events masquerade as ‘real’ and others as unreal. The

“narrator claims to have personally witnessed certain scenes in the story

. while grotesque and carnivalesque imagery introduces a laye;' of hyper-
* yealism. Ultimately both reality and illusion exist in.written discourse solely -

i the perception of the narrator and actors. Fiction and history interweave
“7in the textual orchestration of voices and visions, {rue to tl}'e xiaoshuo
. tradition of rhetoric. '

Sl READING THE Xi40SHUO: HISTORY AND FICTION FROM THE .
- CHINESE PERSPECTIVE

As we set out to analyse the voices in the Yinyuan zhuan, let us ﬁr'stA
“consider how Chinese readers would have read and understood the rhetoric

= of the xigoshuo. In modern Chingse the term xigoshuo generally translates

. into English as ‘novel’ or ‘fiction” but the Chinese novel borrows a term
" with ancient roots that had little to do with creative fiction. The coricept of
" xigoshuo originally stems from historiography. ' )
The term xiaoshuo was first-used in the Zhuangzi (Book of Zhuangzi;
attr. to Zhuang Zhou, 369-286 BC).” It alsooccurs in the Xunzi (Book' of
Xunzi;. attr, to Xun Qing, ¢. 300-230 BC); the-character xiao meaning
7 ““minor or petty’ and shuo. denoting ‘political advice or persuasion’ (Xun‘zi
yinde, 85/22/70). Xiaoshuo thus occurs in" the meaning of small talk,' chit-
" chat, petty talk or minor persuasions and both the Zhuangzi and Xunz'z refer
“'to-the adornment or embellishment of such political advice (Wilhelm
1972:252). , - T
: The earliest definition of xigoshuo as a literary genre occurs In Huan
" Tan’s (43 BC-AC 28) Xinlun (New Treatise) which was written ine 2 AD:

The xiaoshuo writers collect fragments and minor sayings andz sel_e'ct

parables they have heard to make short books. The xiaoshuo contain
words that have a certain value for controlling oreself and regulating™
one’s household. (Wenxuan, 31:6a) B ' '

The modern scholar Victor Mair reminds us of the difference: between

fiction and xiaoshuo: R N o
Where the Chinese term etymologically implies a kind ‘of; gossip o1
anecdote, the English word indicates something made up or created
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by an author or writer. ~‘Xiaoshuo’. imports ' something, not of
‘particularly -great moment, that is presumed actually to have
happened ', ., . For this reason, many recorders of xiaoshuo are at
great pains to tell us exactly from whom, when, where, and in what
circumstances they heard their stories: (Mair 1983:21-2; transcription
adapted by the author), B :

“Mair here emphasizes the Chinese claim for historicity in writing xiaoshuo

and points to the underlying difference in conception from the English term,
placing xicoshuo in the realm of historical discourse.

The grand historian of the Latter Han dynasty (25-220), Ban Gu (32—
92), included an entry for xiaoshuo in the bibliography of the first dynastic
history, the Yiwenzhi (Bibliographic Treatise) in the Hanshu (History of the
[Former] Han Dynasty) which is based on the bibliographic catalogue Qiliie
(Seven Epitomies) by Liu Xin (50 BC—AD 23) (Hanshu, 30;1744-5). Ban Gu

_ categorizes the school of xiaoshuo writers under philosophy and defines it

in the following way: -

The trend of the xiaoshuo jia emerged from the Board .of Petty
Officials. It was created by those who picked up the gossip of the
streets and the sayings of the alleys and repeated what they had heard
wherever they went. (Translation adapted from Wilhelm 1972:251-2)

Although Ban Gu traces the genre of xigoshuo to minor — i.e, not quite
properly- Confucian ~— persuasions and popular lore, the ‘modein scholar
Hellmut Wilhelm conjectures that it st have contained expository
writings with political intent as in the ‘Zhuangzi and Xunzi, rather than
popular lore. His analysis of the early xiaoshuo from the Zhou dynasty
(trad, 1122/hist. ¢. 1050-221 BC) reveals that these texts came from the
persuasion and from the (legendary) episode and must have concerned
fictionalized history or historical legend (Wilhelm 1972:252-63).

During the Wei, Jin and Northern and Southern dynasties (220-581),
xiaoshuo referred mainly to works of history and philosophy but never the
belles-lettres (wen) (Clieng Yizhong 1987:44), The-author of the first book-

" length study in Chinese literary criticism, Liu Xie (¢. 465-520), classified

literary writings including philosophy and history in his Wenxin diaolong
(The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons) but did not recognize

- Xiqoshuo as literature (Lu 1994:46—7).‘l Literary critics followed his

example until the twentieth century. » : :

The titles of traditional xiaoshuo texts include elements remindful of
their historical association, such as zhi (record), ji (account) and zhuan
(tx‘ans&11ifted tale). Gan Bao’s (fl. 320) preface to his early fourth-century.
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" collection- of zhiguai xiaoshuo (‘records: of thg sztrange’,; or .“,yvrﬂitixjgs
“recording abnormalities’) entitled Soushen ji (In Seaich of. the; Supernatural)

" regards the texts as statéments on historiography, d_efgnds the imperiance of

= ‘committing historical information to writing and insist§ on. their: claim to
. truthfulness (Jinshu, 82:2151). The style of terse, documentary prose and
the biographical structure in the Soushen jii are reminiscent of

it historiographical works. It -also- contains materials from the dynastic
i histories, from their commentaries and from ethnographic descriptions,

In his autobiography in the Baopuzi (He Who Embraces Simplicity) the
Daoist philospher Ge Hong (c. 280-340), who also wrote zhiguai xiaoshuo,
"establishes their relation to historiograp‘hy: S .

I moreover composed. a book on people who are not normally
mentioned in books, which resulted in the Shénxian zhuan in- 10
serolls. (juan), and 1 did the same for people who did not enter,
officialdom which resulted in the Yimyu zhuan, also-in 10 scrolls,
(Baopuzi, 203) ' »

- historiography. . o B
" Since Xun Xu (d. 289) and Li Chong (early fourth century)-, the dynastic
histories list books under four categories: classics (jing), historical reco‘rds
_":‘ (shi), phi,losophibal writings (zi) and miscellaneous worl‘<s‘,(‘ji)’. (Dl’.e:ge.
1991:109). The works classified as xiaoshuo all appear undet phllos?ghwfﬂ
o writings (Lu Hsun 1982:3; Cheng Yizhong 1987:44-5;Lu ‘1994':49). - This
© categorization remained ‘influential - throughout the centuries - the

i . eighteenth-century ‘Siku quanshu (Complete Library of Four Braniches of

x"f'Books) collection still retained xicoshuo in.the same section‘and even
 twentieth-century .scholars and bibliographers have tended to fqlrlow this
classification, listing classical xiaoshuo under philosophical writings and

vernacular xiaoshuo under miscellaneous works (Cheng Yizhong 1987:44;

" Dudbridge 1995:39)." , : ' o ,
: The only extant items from the xiaoshuo listed in the‘Su_mh,u (\Hl.st()r){ of
" the Sui Dynasty) are the Yan Danzi (Prince Dan of Yan’),“"‘ai.h"‘ls‘torl'cal
a narrative, and Shishuo xinyu (New Account of Tales of' the ,World), 'Wthh
< also contains anecdotes from historical sources and appears' as' a kmq of
- yeshi, unofficial history. Stories about ghosts, spirits and the ‘supernatural
world from the Wei, Jin and Northern and Southern dynasties by contrast
" did not count as xigoshuo, but would appear under zazhuan (miscellancous
-~ traditions) in the history section (shi) in the Jiu Tangshu (Old ngt‘ory gf the
% Tang Dynasty), under zazhuan ji (records of miscellaneous tl‘_adlthtjs) in the
- Xin Tangshu (New History of the Tang Dynasty), or under zhuan ji (records

\
L
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of traditions) in other works: (Cheng Yizhong 1987:44). The early Tang

dynasty (618-907) historians and bibliographers apparently found no reason
to distinguish between xigoshuc and historical records (Lu 1994:49, 130).

In 710 the historian Liu Zhiji (661-721) critically surveyed all aspects of
historical scholarship in his work Shitong (Anatomy of Histories or
Everything You -Always Wanted to Know about Historiography) and
established standards of critical procedure for historians,' The Chinese

“historian considered history to be a mirtor of human affairs; its pattern of

success or failure served a didactic function, The historian regarded his task

" as the ‘“faithful recording of .events® (shilu) and was fascinated with the

narration of events (xushi) (Lu 1994:130). Liu Zhiji praised the skilful
narration of events in imperial historiography and criticized xiaoshuo texts
from. the historian’s point of view. He regarded xiaoshuo texts (including
zazhuan, zqji [miscellaneous records} and dili [geography] writings such as
Shishuo xinyu and Soushen j'/f) as a branch of historiography, assessed them
for veracity and reliability and concluded they were ‘flawed works of
history’ (Pulleyblank 1961:135-66)," Tang scholars since Liu Zhiji thus
began to view the xigoshuo from the philosophy category and the zazhuan
from the history category as one kind (Cheng Yizhong 1987:45f),'¢

In- the High Tang period the poet and painter Gu Kuang (d. ¢, 806)
sketched in his preface to the Guangyi ji (Gieat Book of Marvels), a
collection of tales by his contemporary and friend, the scholar-official Dai
Fu, the state of the field of what later came to be known as zhiguai xiaoshuo
(Wenyuan- yinghua,. 737:5[%7&),l7 He listed the "names of ‘men who
recorded strange things’ (zhiguai zhi shi) from the Han (206 BC~AD 220) to
the Tang dynasty as belonging to one tradition, although he did-not refer to

. their works as xiaoshio. The imperial bibliographies (Suishu, Jiu Tangshu),

classify the texts in Gu Kuang’s list under ‘miscellaneous traditions’

(zazhuan), - ‘geography’ . (dili),'niiscellaneous - histories’ (zashi),

‘miscellaneous’schools of thought’ (zajia), ‘Daoism’, *standard histories’,

‘histories of usurping dynasties’, ~and ‘commonplaces’  (xiaoshuo jia)
(Dudbridge 1995:18-45). Gu Kuang’s list gives insight into the way Tang
readers.and writers would have tead and understood these tales:’ historical

records, geographical writings and supernatural stories all form part of the’
same discourse charting the mental map of their world,

In the late Tang period, Gao Yanxiu regarded ‘unofficial history
writings® (veshi) and - ‘miscellaneous records’ (zaji). as xiaoshuo, thus
identifying xiaoshuo as history rather than philosophy. Duan Chengshi (¢
803-63) was the first to call the zhiguai tales xigoshuo (Cheng Yizhong
1987:46). ' '

‘All these documents illustrate the lack of clear-cut boundaries between -
history and fiction in the Wei, Jin, Northern and- Southern dynasties and
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' ,Tang periods. The xiaoshuo texts retain the tradition of recording ‘street -

‘ “gossip’ as their source, and may have included oral narratives, family held
~records ‘and other documents of regional- sdyings and customs (Cheng
~.- Yizhong 1987:50; Campany 1996:179; Nienhauser 1999:188). -

MISLEADING TERMINOLOGY: ZHIGUAL AND CHUANQ!

- Ever since the publicati'on of Lu Xun’s (1881—193‘5) Zhongguo xiaoshuo

" “* shiliie (A Brief History of Chinese Fiction) modern .scholars have
= ‘distinguished between prose tarratives from the Wei, Jin and Northerii and

Southern dynasties under the label of zhiguai and Tang tales under the
- generic label of chuangi, regarding the former as proto-fiction and th¢ latter
- as the beginning of consciously creative fiction (DeWoskin 1977:51;

Adkins 1980; Kao 1985:21ff.). Recent scholarship has shown, however; th‘at
= this conception is erroneous and represents but a twgntietl1-century generic
* classification (Dudbridge 1999). The term zhiguai." has been used as a
“generic term only in modern times and it refers not just fo.texts from the

s Wei, Jin and Northern and Southern dynasties but tQ an unbroken tradition
.- U of ‘recording the strange’ (zhiguai), running from; antiquity "thr(_)ugh.the
Y.-Tang dynasty right to the present day (Li Jianguo 1984:11;.Dudbridge

- 1995:18)."” - - o -
‘Similarly, the term chuangi originally appeared as the tltl'e of a tale
. collection by the Tang writer Pei Xing (825-80) and _was_us'ed‘ in t.hfe :SQl?g
- dynasty (980-1279) by Chen Shidao (c. 1068-94) to describe writings in

the style of Pei Xing, Although in the Ming era Hu Yingl‘in;;'(;ll-:ﬁiﬁul'—'l’60228:
used the term to refer to Tang dynasty tales (Cheng Yizhong,1987:49-50),

it was not adopted in a generic way until Lu Xun’s criticism :appeared in the
-~ twentieth century and it was not used for classification in catalogues. A‘s far
“ as Tang readers were concerned, no distinction existed between zh_igucu gnd
- chuangi and both refeired to a ‘literature of record” among historical
- documents (Dudbridge 1995; Campany 1996; Nienhauser 1999). Most

+fraditional and modern scholars’ ‘instinct and. urge. to categorize these

narratives have often made’ cultural]y sensitive interpretation imposs.ik?]e;
~."The dominant genre of narrative in imperial China remained history writing

" and the poetics of narrative continued as a theory of historiography until the
“-Ming/Qing era. Attitudes towards the reading of xiaoshuo began to.change
‘with the emergence of the long vernacular xiaoshuo in the late Ming era.

4 Writers and critics began to. emphasize that xiaoshuo. narratives were self-
% consciously non-historical and creative works  that required . their own
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poetics rather than being judged as.defective history or quasi-history (Lu
1994:134).*! »

The Ming/Qing discourse on the nature of xigoshuo texts develops ideas
first formulated in the Song period, Guanyuan Naideweng (fl. '1235)
attempted to classify genres of storytelling (including shuohua, huaben and
xiaoshuo) in his Ducheng jisheng (A Record of the Splendours of the
Capital City) and discussed the nature of xidoshuo as.a mixture of xu

- (imaginary) and shi (real) and also zhen (true) and jia (false) (Ducheng

Jisheng, 82). The self-conscious mixing of reality .and illusion became a
common topos in.the writing of the long vernacular xiaoshuo of the
Ming/Qing era, The late Ming critic Xie Zhaozhe (1567-1624) commented
on the style of xiaoshuo writings in his Wuzazu (Five Miscellanies) as
follows; ' '
Fiction (xiaoshuo) and dramatic compositions should contain a
mixture of the fictive (xu) and the real (shi). Then they become
writings that capture the essence of literary games. One should try to
construct feelings and scenes as perfectly as possible but not ask
whether they really exist or not, (Wuzazu, §1287)

In the early seventeenth century the champion of popular liter’dture, Feng

-Menglong (1574-1646), also discussed the dialectic of principle (/i) and

events (shi), and the mixing of true (zhen) and fictive (yan) in xiaoshio
writing. In his preface to the anthology Jingshi tongyan (Words to Warn the
World) he states that events in fiction do not have to be completely real or

-completely fictive: ‘The protagonists may not have done the things, and the

things may not belong to the protagonists’ (Xu, ZXX, 97). In Feng’s view,
the truthfulness of a story does not depend on whether the depicted events
are historically verifiable; what matters is the principle and its containing .
some universal truth, ' Co .

. The delight in punning and. playing with the ‘notions. of reality and
illusion -marks - most of the great vernacular Mirig/Qing novels and
culminates in the self-reflexivity of the Hongloumeng, which emphasizes its
fictionality while both the narrator and the commentator, Zhiyan zhai (Red .
Inkstone), insist on the ‘truthfulness of the story. (Yu. 1988). As we have
seen, the Yinyuan zhuan, too, celebrates this very paradox.
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THE HISTORIAN AS A MESSENGER OF SouLs

In exploring how the literary text communicates.to us from. the past and how
‘the fictional artefact relates to historical ‘reality’, we need an approach that
-allows us fo take into account the Chinese discourse on the nature of
_xiaoshuo texts and thelr cultural idiosyncrasies. The reahty of seventeenth-
~century China that we can know today exists only as a narrated or perceiyed
. reality in the voices of various observers and in the reconstructed images

. from surviving sources, Each textual source represents a construct in itself
“and communicates its particular perceptlon of'the past. Literary texts clearly
‘mark their representations of the world as images of artistic perception. The

“novel after all represents a literary construct that conveys its own- pdrtlcular

" perception of the world. 1t does not mirror ‘historical reality’; rather it
presents a version of perceived reality. Our inter est in the Yinyuar zhuan

- focuses on this very issue: how wrxtlen discourse communicates perceived

~ reality and historical experience..

Recent hterary criticism abandons the distinction of historical’ and
“literary sources in. textual analysis. Twentieth-centuty - literary theory rests
~ on the assumption that all texts can equally be decoded and deconstructed.
Bakhtin, for example, postulates the intrinsic relation between: fiction and
- history: A :

- The .boundaries between fiction and non-fiction, between literature
and non-literature and so forth are not laid up in heaven. Every
specific situation is historical. ‘And the growth- of literature is not
merely development and change within the fixed boundaries of any
given definition; the boundaries themselyes are constantly changmg
(cited in Gearhart 1984: 1)

“Suzanne Gearhart dcqcnibcs in her literary-historical approacli to the French

"+ Enlightenment. period the boundary separating history and fiction as ‘open’
" (5-8). She points out that the study. of the relationship of hlstory and fiction

~ s one 'of the most important critical tasks. Structuralist critics such’as
" Gérard Gernette, Roland Barthes and Tzvetan Todorov discard the older

distinction between historical ‘evidence’ and fictional ‘narrative’ that Gallie -

and “Collingwood- proposed (Gallie 1964). Barthes ‘has questioned the
: traditional opposition between history and fiction, maintaining that history
is essentially -a form of narrative (Barthes 1970; Gearhart '1984:204).
Barthes argues ‘that fictional discourse has an arbitrary reldtionship to
historical reality but historical narratives are also arbitrary in this sense.
“Todorov regards both history and fiction as types of narrative, For Todorov
“Heither history nor fiction exists outside of language. Both constitute forms
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of discourse. He argues that [ histoire (in the meaning of both history and
story) is always a convention: ‘It does not exist at the level of events
themselves.” It is ‘an abstraction because it is always perceived and narrated
by someone. It does not exist “in itself* (Todorov 1966:127; Belsey
1985:ix). In sum, fictional and non-fictional sources ‘may differ in their style
and rhetoric but both -constitute forms of written dtscounsc conveying
particular perceptions,
The concept of perception is of crucial importance to our analysis. How
does a text perceive the world? How can it communicate perceived reality?
How does it represent historical experience? How does it relate to its
context? The. French, cultural - historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie has
compared the role of the modem historiar to that of Arnaud Gélis, the
messenger of souls in the mediaeval village of Montaillou whose task is to
make the dead speak and to communicate between the living and the dead
(Le Roy Ladurie 1982;601). His historical approa(,h has inspired analytical
approaches to both Western and Chinese literary harratives.
The Renaissance scholar Stephen Greenblatt tackles the - p[oblem of
perception in textual analysis in terms of voices. ‘Drawing on the image of

-the historian as a messenger.of souls, he embarks on his study of literary

texts from the English Renaissance period and their historical contexts with
the ‘desire to speak with the dead’ (Greenblatt 1988: 1). He cautions that this
involves not one single voice of the other but many ‘voices including one’s
own: the voices within the literary text, those from its contexts, and finally
the critic’s own voice' that poses questions to the text and searches for
answers (20). The concept- of thie multi-voiced or’ polyphonic novel in
literary criticism is already familiar from the Russian critic Bakhtin
(1984:5-46), but here the dialogue of voices refers to the work of literary

- criticism that looks at literature as historical records of the past. Greenblatt

has referred.to his style of analysis as new- historicism, but he has come to

prefer the term ‘cultural poetics’ to emphasize his concern with the

integration of aesthetic and social discourse (Greenblatt 1990:147),
‘The new historicism merits a closer look as it offers some useful
concepts in our search for an approach to the Chinese xigoshuo that remains

sensitive to indigenous concepts such as the. perceived historicity: of texts.
“The term was coined by Roy Harvey Pearce in his book Historicism Once

More (1969). In 1973, Hayden White’s book Metahistory had a powerful
impact on historians by pointing out their ungonscious reliance on rhetorical

figures (White '1973). In the 1980s and 1990s, Renaissance scholars in '

America, no[ably Stephen Greenblatt, made the term fashionable when they
embarked on a new hxstoncal and cultural approach to Shakespcare and his
world.
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The new historicists appear as-a loose group of modern scholars

including both historians and literary critics who share a reciprocal concern

~“with the historicity of texts and the textuality of history (Montrose 1986:8;
" Veeser 1994). The new historicism tries to turn away from the formal, de—
contextualized analysis that has dominated criticism in the 1980s and 1990s

" 7(Greenblatt 1990:163). While the old historicists (e.g. Leopold von Ranke)

attempt to reconstruct history wie es’ eigentlich gewesen ist (as it actually

L happened), claiming to avoid all value judgements in their account of the
- .past, the new historicism challenges the - reading of fiction. as an

""meroblematlc documentary source from which' one’ can ea51ly build- a

- picture of societies of -the past (169).”* New historicism 'instead pays

~attention to rhetoric as a ground for.the contestation . and negotiation of
power relations and acknowledges the modern critic’s engagement and
partiality.
. The new historicists reject any notion of history as an imitation of events
“in the world or a reflection of external reality and’ propose: o treat both
literature and history as forms of discourse. They acknowledge their debt to
.. recent developments in literary, anthropological and social- theory, in
“particular post-structuralism, but insist that the new historicism ‘can be
situated as a practice but is ‘no’ doctrine at all’. and “that it remains
‘unresclved and disingenious about its relation to literary theory’ B (146-7).
. Independently from European Renaissance scholarship, Dudbridge has
-“applied-a simifar approach to-the study of traditional Chinese literature. He
uses Le Roy Ladurie’s conéept of the historian as the messenger of souls in
-{racing the sequence of voices in his analysis of Tang dynasty tales and their

o 2 ‘historical context (Dudbridge 1995:1-17). Although Dudbridge doés not use

“the term ‘new historicism’, his analysis similarly reacts against the old
historicism that - would regard -aneedotal literature as a’ simple and

¢ . straightforward testimony of past practices in the analysis of:customs and

beliefs. Instead, like the new historicists, he takes an interest in historical
~- particularity, reading the tales as a literature of record, not of fantasy or
- ‘creative fiction (16; cf. Greenblatt 1990:164). : ,

In his analysis of the Chinese poetics of narrative, Sheldon Lu has also
attempted to solve the ‘dilemma of balancing respect for the historical
_-character of literary texts and the desire to appropriate cross-cultural and
“transhistorical imethodologies’ by pointing to the new historicist’s ‘other
“‘sense of history’ that understands history as a story or narrative and allows

u’,fm the coexistence of multiple, competing and conﬂlctmg hlstones (Lu

1994:160-1);

It may be worth our while, then, to outlme and crmcally evaluate some -

of the key assumptions shared by the new hlstorqusls that appear most
+ " relevant to our inquiry into the Chinese xiaoshuo and examine how useful
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these concepts would prove in an approach to Chmese texts.” Let us
COﬂSldel here three main assumptlons :

‘ (1 ) Literary and non-literary texis circulate inseparably

New historicists assume: that both literary and non-literary texts circulate
inseparably, that beth constitute forms of cultural discourse and require
analysis ~that takes them ‘into consideration simultaneously (Veeser
1994:16—17; Greenblatt 1990:170ff.). This appears as the most important
and relevant concept to our inquiry info Chinese’ fiction as it provides a
critical approach that remains sensitive to the Chinese conception of
xiaoshuo texts and their perceived- historicity. The. new historicism
abandons the distinction between a literaty text and its cultural or historical
backdrop and demands an investigation into the margins as well as the
centre. This approach can prov1de us with an analytical tool for seecing both
llterary and non- hterary texts in context and reconstructing resonance and.
significance within a cross-generic discourse (Greenblatt 1990:169).

One problem here lies in the stress ‘on cultural significance at the
expense of the role of aesthetics in textual analysis. The portrayal of the
virago .in the Yinyuan zhuan thrives on satire, irony, hyperbole -and the
grotesque. In order to analyse the text for its poteutlal of yielding glimpses
of perceived reality, we cannot afford to ignore its rhetoric. In dealing with
the Chinese xiaoshuo, therefore, we face a dual task: on the one hand, we
need to analyse the rhetoric and aesthetics of the text and, on the other, we
shall use the aesthetxcs as a tool to reconstruct the perceptions in the voices

that speak through the textual traces of the past.

(2) All works of art are embedded in a network of negotiation and exchange
The new historicism assumes that all works of art are embedded in a
network of negotiations and exchange that accompanies the production of a
text. In Greenblaft’s definition, art ‘does not simply exist in all cultures; it is

made up along with othet products, practices, [and] discourses of a given’
“culture,” In his use of the word, ‘made up’ means ‘inherited, transmitted,

altered, modified, [and] reproduced far more than it means invented’ and he
claims that ‘as a rule, there is very little pure invention in culture’
(1988:13), The work of art appears as a product of collective negotiation
and exchange between a creator and the institutions or practices of society
and involves currencies such as money and prestige and, as returns, pleasuxe
and interest (1988:12; 1990:158). The new historicism is interested in
reconstructing the historical . circumstances of the production and
consumption of texts and regards the context not as a fixed background, but
rather as a dynamic network of social forces (1990:170), Greenblatt uses the
term ‘resonance’ to refer to the dynamics of such forces imgculture (161-83).

'
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A focus on resonance. could prov1de important ‘insights into” cultural
»plactlces in the Chinese context, too, as a detailed’ knowledge about the
.creation of a text and the motives of creation would help safeguard agamst
"‘the pitfalls of intentional fallacy and illuminate the position of the text in

* iirelation to power, authority and the contestations or manipulations involved

=i its creation, The problem with thé Yinyuan zhuan, however, as with so

many other xiaoshuo texts, is that. it remains difficult to analyse the
- historical circumstances of artistic production, since “this requires exact
~" knowledge about the authorship and dating of a text. In the case of the

- Yinyuan zhuan, we know next to nothing about the author and.we face the
~“additional difficulty of not even being able to detcrmlne whcthel the text is
““a product of the Ming or the Qing period. : CoL '

" Despite this problem, the concept of cultural embeddedness remains
othex
. )", Artistic
" imagination appears as bound up with a collective, social enefgy (1988: 12)
~Greenblatt defines this energia as a term from' rhetoric (rather than physws),
-~ denoting the power of language to cause ‘a stir to the mind’ (6). Social
" energy circulates through anything produced by socnety, including dreams,
“desire, - anxiety ‘and experience- (19). Although this concept has been

% formulated for the analysis of Renaissance culture.in Europe, it-may . be

applied to the Chinese context, too, as it can help us identify and define

- aspects of the culture out of which the xiaoshuo texts have emerged, even if

- we cannot recovel the historical circumstances of the original pxoductxon

““dnd consumption of those texts. Most recently, in his study of Tang dynasty
ek tales, Dudbridge (1999:169-70) has also stressed the need to explore echo
and resonance between texts in the analysis of xiaoshuo narratives — rather
~than questxons of g(,nenc category -which remain’ problematic. He' also
speaks of the ‘energies in the surrounding intellectual cultme _involved in

e the creation and reading of texts (154, 156).

Chinese writers themselves have acknowledged and pomted to the
“" phenomenon ‘that the concept of social energy describes.. The. late Mmg,
*‘scholar Feng Menglong, for example, maintained that xzaoslmo nandtlves
- have always existed side by side with other genres. ‘Although society: ‘has
“attributed only marginal value to xiaoshuo stories, their powerto affect and
“transform the readers exceeds that of the Confucian classics, The Great

Undexstandm;, or the Way, as Sheldon Lu palaphrases Feng,.‘becomes
_accessible to us when ‘we have truly recognised not only the 1elat1v1ty of

each and every little narrative (xigoshuo) but also the valué ‘and woxth
“inherent in each narrative’s partial truth and ‘local know]edge (Lu
~1994:168). Tracing the flow df social energy will Show the’ pexmeablhty of
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boundaries between the literary and. non-literary discourse and help to
identify the voices and perceptions from the past,

(3) Any critique is subjective and influenced by cultural contexts

The new historicism moreover holds that any critique or analysis of a text is
.inherently subjective and any.reading is influenced by the cultural contexts
both of the text and the critic. This self-consciousness about the critic’s
voice and position derives from concepts developed by Jacques Derrida and
the theory of deconstruction (Veeser 1994:12, 31 n. 25), and manifests itself
in the sense of ambivalence and embarrassment apparent in the self-
confessions of new historicist critics, leading Greenblatt to conclude that-
‘there can be no single method, no overall picture, no exhaustive and -
definitive cultural poetics’ (Greenblatt 1988;19). In diametrical opposition
to.the old historicism, the new historicism challenges the notion that any
objective analysis ot reconstruction of history is possible and instead
proposes approaching textual traces from the past with a spirit of wonder
(1990:170). This position ultimately negates the possibility of making any
claims to accessing history through critical discourse.

.For the present purpose, too, it remains important to stress that any form
of analysis is bound fo be subjective and to acknowledge the presence of the
critic’s voice in selecting and organizing his or hér material.- Instead of the
concept of wonder, it may be more suitable in the present project to place
more emphasis on the spirit of exploration in the historical inquiry- into
literary texts that seeks to recreate the perceptions from the past and their
versions of historical experience..

PERCEPTIONS AND. VOICES

In the present approach, then, some of the concepts offered by cultural
historians and- new historicist critics may be fruitfully adapted to the
analysis of Chinese texts. In the role of messenger of souls; the historian can
tackle the concept of perception in textual analysis by identifying the voices
that communicate from the past and by reconstructing their meaning in
critical comparison with contextual — both literary and non-literary —
sources, This analysis gives access to voices rarely heard in other more
conventional sources, for Chinese orthodox historiogtaphy, as laid down in
the government records, represents the official version of history, Official
sources leave us with a version of history that projects self-images in
accordance with the current state ideology or the tendentious bias of their
authors. Fictional accounts, too, represent versions of perceived history. But
they speak out where other sources remain silent, focusing on people,
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: f gthei records.
" Providing insight into the realm of thoughts and emé‘tions", they give access
" to both the bright and the dark aspects of {ife, the obverse and reverse sides
of historical events. They deal with vernacular culture as opposed to.the
‘O‘I‘ﬁciallzy recognized culture and the imperially. ordained version "of
‘ history.5 p
" As a historian of the popular. imagination, of the hopes, fears qni
aspirations in a society from the past, the critic accesses imaginative
literature not primarily for its aesthetic value, but to retrace how othq
. cultural structures resonate within it. In placing the text within the context,
+ we look for the dynamics of the text rather than the structural or formal
~"aspects, and try to frace how social energy -circulates within it. I‘F should
have become sufficiently clear that this approach does: not regard literature
Y ioas a reflection of society or a looking-glass in which we can see history, but
~instead attempts to analyse the voices and perceptions of a lost culture.
-7 The image of the messenger of souls who tries to make the dead speak
oy appears as a powerful metaphor for the medern histofian wlxogackngw,lec.ig'gs
“his or her own voice and engaged partiality. Some of the new historicist
_ " concepts appear particularly useful in the context’ of analysing Cl}'mese
" “fiction as they allow for an approach to xigoshuo texis that pays attention: to
-indigenous ideas. The analysis of the cultural discourse can open a new
" window on the social life and informal aspects of fraditional Chinese society
" that rarely become accessible through other sources.

“*“actions or situations that have not merited the attention-o

THE MEN AROUND THE VIRAGO

% 'Let us-return to our main protagonists Sujie and Di Xichen. _To"sh,ed' ne‘w

L 'light on the theme of the virago, we shall try to apprpach it frgjn adi»ffex'el}t

~angle by looking at the men around her: above all 11§r h’usban'd,}, but-also-her
*fatherand her father-in-faw. o S

" The narrative traces Di Xichen on his way up: the:soci 112 ,,

" parents were originally farmers, Having become af .ﬁnn-kee_pég ‘nd'frankxxilg

" now among the richest men in town, the father tries; h‘i_s-beSF{tg edtﬂx'cate his

“only son according to- literati standards in order to'pave his way mt'o the

scholar elite. Di Xichen, however, appears as an incapable student with#an

“inclination for mischief. All attempts at making him acquire a standard

‘7 'Confucian, education fail. Despite his lack of literary accomplishment:Di

~Kichen starts climbing the ladder of success via the regular route, the}t i's .the

-~ examination system. Di Xichen manages to ‘pass’ ‘thg p}:ellliwln‘ejy'y

- examinations by virtue of cheating with a little help from his fiiends -and

. classmates. Later in life he opens a pawnshop (YYZ,‘:75:10_72, 77:1092). For

¥
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a Confucian scholar, giving up book-learning and going into business would
traditionally indicate social decline,
In the late Ming period, however, a new phenomenon took shape as the

- population increased while chances dwindled for aspiring scholars "to

succeed in the higher examinations: many literati ‘gave up book-learning
and went into business’ (giru jiugu, qushi congshang).26 Their careers began
to turn conventjonal ideas about social hierarchies topsy-turvy (Yu Yingshi
[987:104-21). Chinese tradition defines social Rierarchies in terms of the
four classes: the scholar-officials come at the top, followed by the farmers,
then the artisans and, at the bottom of the social scale, the merchants.””"
However, in the sixteenth century -the writer and scholar-official Wang
Daokun (1525-93), a descendant of salt merchants from Huizhou, clajmed
that ‘the good merchant is no worse than the learned Confucian’ (Taihan ji,
55:12).% The poet and literatus Li Mengyang (1473-1529) compared the
good merchant to the good scholar (Kongtong xiansheng ji, 44:48).*" The
words of the essayist, teacher and official Gui Youguang (1507-71) echo
his perceptions of change in the world: ‘In the past the four orders pursued
different professions but nowadays scholars frequently mix and mingle with
farmers and merchants’ (Zhenchuan xianshengji, 13:319).° The voice of the
writer and thinker He Xinyin (1517-79) reflects how the concept of the four
orders and their hierarchy became obsolete: ‘Merchants are superior to
farmers and artisans,. scholars are superior to merchants and sages are
superior to scholars’ (He Xinyin ji, 3:53).

Similar voices came from- late Ming fiction. Ling Mengchu's (1580 -
1644) Erke Pai'an jingqi, for example, declares: ‘In Huizhou, as custom has
it, business comes first; scholarship second’ (Erke Pai'an jingqi, 37:680).
These trends:in society also resonate in the rhetoric of the Yinyuan zhuan.
The narrative voice does not deride Di Xichen for his change of career as he
gives up book-learning and goes into business; on the contrary, the adult Di
Xichen as a merchant is on his way to good morality, happiness and
salvation, and he eventually succeeds in educating his -sons (o become
Confucian scholars. Although Di Xichen has never counted as a real
scholdr, having succeeded only by virtue of his father’s wealth and
corruption in the system, other examples in the novel such as that of Sujie’s
father Professor Xue and her father-in-law Mr Di show how successful
scholars too become merchants while rising in social status and how
successful merchants patronize scholarship while displaying perfect
morality in Confucian terms. ’

Professor Xue gives up a career in teaching and sets up his own business
with a textile shop in Shandong. The fact that he-has taken up trade does.not
interfere with his affirming the Confucian value system and there is little

1
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satire in the p%rlrayal of this character or derision in the}’tone-of the
narrating voice.,”” . _ :

.--"In the Song dynasty Confucians still insisted that even a rich merchant
“+ could not measure himself with a scholar, as the writings of the scholar-
official and historian Ouyang Xiu (1007-72) testify (Ouyang wenzhong
- gong wenji, 63:15b)."* Attitudes towards merchants began to change during
" the latter half of the Ming reign. The philosopher Wang Yangming:-(Wang:

- ~Shouren, 1472-1529) spread the concept that ‘the four orders have different.

professions but follow the same Way. Their devotion to it'isv‘1.011'e_vaqa‘d tl?e
same’ (Wang Wencheng gong quanshu, 25:363), Believing that.any man ih

~the street could become a sage, Wang Yangming proclaimed: ‘Even doing -

business all day long does not prevent you from becoming a sage or a
“worthy’ (Chuanxi lu shiyi, 14:398). Representatives of the Taizhou School
- of Thought, the radical wing of the Wang Yangming School, such as Wang

. Gen (1483-1541) and Wang Dong’ (1503~8124 further disseminated these
- concepts (Mingru xue 'an, 32:709-17, 732-44).

" The seventeenth-century scholar-official Wu Weiye (1609-72) observed
that many contemporary merchants, notably those who had ‘given up bock-

-“léarning’, were Confucians and followers of Wang Yangming (Meicun jia

. canggao, 50:1a-2a). Wang Yangming’s teachings could justify their change
. of career. On the other hand, as the influx of silver from abroad led to an
cunprecedented economic boom in China, his ideas responded to new trends
“inlate Ming soclety (Atwell 1982:68-90). Wang Yangming praised the
scholar-turned-merchant Fang Lin for adopting Confucian morality and
values in the world of business (Wang Wencheng gong quanshu, 25:363). In
the Yinyuan zhuan Professor Xue’s business flourishes while he 1‘emgi'ns a
‘good man’ (haoren) (YYZ, 25364, 25:375; 29:433). The morality of
Professor Xue in the end sanctions his actions. He remains sincere and
S upright, never discarding the ethos of his Confucian backgrotn?c!. »In
‘depicting Professor Xue, the narrating voice abandons -all - traditional
" Confucian prejudices against the new elite of scholar-cum-merchants,
At the same time as scholars became merchants; wealthy merchants
began to identify with literati culture and their circles in turn “produced
" many, scholars (Fujii Hiroshi 1953/54; Fu Yiling 1956:4?—91;'-2]1@1‘1%
. Haipeng and Tang Lixing 1984). Sujie’s fatherdn«law,»t‘he 1]'];terat_¢ inn-
‘keeper Mr Di, also becomes a patron of scholarship, using h@"yx{gglth‘ to
~sponsor Confucian studies. Moreover, by marrying his son Di chh/en‘ to
“Sujie, he links his family with that of a Confucian schofar.

~The joining of the Di and Xue families conjures up‘all the nightmares of

mixed society that might have plagued Confucianists. The mairiage of Di

-2 Xichen and Sujie runs counter to the concept of the stperiority of scholars-

" and inferiority of merchants within the hierarchy of ﬂfe‘fo'gr :éi‘df‘ers.‘ lin this
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light Di Xichen, the boy from a peasant and merchant background, and
Sujie, the daughter and sister of educated men and scholars, form a
grotesque mésalliance, Furthermore, Di Xichen’s social inferiority clashes
with the _traditional concept of male superiority within “the marital
hierarchy.” :

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The narrating voice blames marital destiny and karmic retribution for the
failure of Sujie’s and Di Xichen’s marriage. But as this explanation remains
fraught with ambiguities, the reader’s attention shifts to the protagonists’
own words and actions. They dramatize- the . conflicts .arising when
individuals from different social backgrounds begin to mix and intermarry.
In Di Xichen and Sujie we see the first generation of scholars and merchants
under one roof, They fail to adapt to each other. The professor’s daughter
proves incapable of respecting the innkeeper’s son and pseudo-scholar, The
union of the merchant and scholar families results in tragedy as Sujie
wreaks havoc with Di Xichen and both his and - her relatives, " As .she
announces when her family proposes Di Xichen as her husband, she is
taking revenge for having been forced into the marriage (YYZ, 25:375-6).
Her rage eventually kills both her father and father-in-law and she fatally
wounds her husband, :

The lives of Sujie and the.men around her end in social breakdown and
physical destruction but the narrating voice affirms new phenomena in
society and reveals the influence of new trends in late Ming thought. The
discrepancy between narrating voice and narrative events creates a
cacophony that dominates the novel. We can read the drama of the marriage
between the merchant and scholar families as a literary expression of the
undercurrent of conflict that ensued in late imperial China when different
groups in society started to mix and mingle, -

In this light the story of Sujie transcends the rhetoric of comediy and
satire and gives access to popular perceptions of historical experience._‘(’ The
use of an approach that is historically oriented while at the same time
critical of old historicist values appears in the present case more useful than
an, ahistorical and formalist approach because it allows for cultural
resonance, taking into account the Chinese reading of xiaoshuo texts and the
tradition of their perceived historicity, It shows how social energy circulates
in the text and throughout the contemporary discourse and demonstrates the
embeddedness of texts in the culture out of which they emerged. It sheds
light on the nature of xiaoshuo texts presenting voices that differ from the
official version of history as imperial historiographers presented it,
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The limitations of this approach perhaps lie in a la;:k ofe_embhasijs' on thif;

- artistic qualities of the text. 1t analyses the rhetoric in view. of :social,
-cultural and political implications rather than for its aesthetic value. Yenna
Wu, for example, has analysed the aesthetics of the Yinyuan zhuan, in
particular the modes of repetition in the text but her study concludes that
‘the meaning of the novel seems ambivalent at best’ and goes back to
searching for the narrator’s ‘true intent’ (Wu 1986:277). It seems an

© - undertaking well worth our while to try to avoid the pitfalls of intentional

- fallacy and direct our energies instead to relhmkmg the poetics of the
~ “Chinese xzaoshuo

(o
1
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- NOTES

The author would like to thank Glen Dudbridge for,valuable comiments,
Full title: Xingshi yinyuan zhuan.
Similar questions have been raised in an apploach to late Ming literature

"by Allan Barr, See Barr 1997,

This has been interpreted as a nostalgic reference 10 the-Golden Age of
the Western Zhou dynasty (traditionally 1122 BC, historically ca. 1050
770 BC) as a Confucian-utopia (cf, Wu 1986:40).

' Genette distinguishes between narration and focalization (also pomt of

view, points of perception, narrative perspective) (Genette 1980:189—

'91). Bal introduces the concept of the focalizor next to the:natrator to

distinguish between ‘those who see’ and ‘thbse who».speak’ (Bal
1988:119-20). i
While Scholes defines the narrator like a histor as a ‘man ‘of aulhonty

(Scholes and Kellogg 1979:266), Bal (1988:1 18—21) pomf "‘0ut that the ‘

narrator is not a storyteller but an *it’.
On the concept of the implied author, see Booth 1983 (]5]) Bal deﬁnes
the term as the ‘result of mvestlgatxon of the meamng of the text and
not the source of that meaning’ (Bal 1988:120).

There are numerous other references; Chapters 23 to. 29 deplct the most
important contrast of ‘then” and *now’.

In the phrase: ‘If. you parade your little theories [xzaos/mo] to fish for
fame, you will be far from the Great Paradxgm (Zhuangzi jishi,

26:925).

On Xinlun, see also Pokora 1975.

Liu Xie mentions xiaoshuo only once in passing (Lu 1994:46-7).

Wei Zheng’s (580~643) definition of xiaoshuo in the Suishu is based on
the Hanshu: *Xiaoshuo were the talk of the street . . . all the talk of the
street and the highways was recorded. Officers at comt took charge of
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local records and prohibitions, while the officers in chalge of civil

_affairs reported  local sayings and customs’ (translated in Lu Hsun

1982:4).

On categories, see also McMullen 1988 (159-60). On the problem of
classification, see also’Dudbridge 2000 (53~79).

On the title of the Shitong, see Quirin 1987 (173) and Dudbridge 2000
(63). For the translation I am indebted to Glen Dudbridge, pusonal
communication.

Liu Zhiji’s-son Liu Suceng also collected hlstoncal narratives from the
Wei; Jin and Northern and Southern dynasties and the early Tang in an

.anthology entitled Xiaoshuo (Cheng Yizhong 1987:45).

The Xin Tangshu (Yiwenzhi) classifies some zazhuan ji as xiaoshuo; the
Stku quanshu also classifies some zashi as xiaoshuo while leaving them
under philosophy, Zhang Xuecheng (1738-1801) established a xiaoshuo

. section in Shikao shili, continuing Liu Zhiji’s tradition,

For an annotated critical translation and discussion of Gu Kuang's
preface, see Dudbridge 1995 (18-45),

The term first appears in the Zhuangzi (Zhuangzi jishi, 1 A:4).

Thematic and textual devices known from stories in the zhiguai
tradition are apparent in the writings of contemporary writers such as Su
Tong, Can Xue, Ge Fei, Yu Hua and ‘even Wang Shuo (Wedell-
Wedellsborg 1998),

On Hu Yinglin, see Nienhauser 1986 (439-441),

Sheldon Lu -points out that writers began to celebrate verisimilitude - a
resemblance to the real world or an internal psychological truthfulness —

‘instead of historicity in the late imperial period and used new terms to

describe the artistic quality of fictional writings such as ‘realistic’
(bizhen), ‘exact picture’ (xiaoxiang), ‘exact .image of the thing’
(xiaowu), ‘spiritual resemblance’ (clzuanshen) and ‘picture-like’
(ruhua) (Lu 1994:134).

While the old historicism adhered to the veneration of the past or
tradition, the new historicism by contrast approaches its subject with a
spirit of wonder and reacts against the canonization of certain texts and
the celebration of liferary authority, treating the power of certain
authorities as suspicious.

Joel Fineman has, not without irony, drawn attentxon to the new
historicism’s ‘programmatic refusal to specify a methodological
program for itself — its characteristic air of reporting, haplessly, the
discoveries it happened serendipitously to stumble upon in the
undirected, idle rambles through the historical archives’, Louis
Montrose states that the new historicists are ‘actually quite
heterogenous in their critical practices’ while Catherine Gallagher calls
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the ‘phenomenon’ one of ‘indeterminacy’ and Veeser admits that ‘thé
.. New Historicism is-a phrase without an adequate referent’ (in Veeser
1994:1).

24 The present study here draws on Veeser’s account of the “new

historicism that recognizes five key assumptions (Veeser 1994).
25 On the concept of vernacular culture, see Dudbridge 1995 (63—4).
26 As in ‘Jie’anfang gong mubiao’, by Wang Shouren, in Wang Wencheng
. gong quanshu (25:363).
27 arhest refexence in the book of Guanzi (c. thud ccntuly BC). See
28 On Wang, see Goodnch and Fang 1976 (1427—1430) and fu;u Hiroshi
Seie 1953754 (42-3 and 66-71).
~-29 On Li, see Goodrich and Fang 1976 (841-42).
. 730" On Gui, see Goodrich and Fang 1976 (759-61).
.31 On He, see Goodrich and Fang 1976 (513-5) and Dlmbelg 1974,
32 ]“he incident involving Professor Xue in YYZ (29:429--30) is rathu a
' joke, yet again stressing the professor’s kindness.
“33 On Ouyang Xiu, see Franke 1976 (808-16).

- 34 On Wang Gen, see also Goodrich and Fang 1976 ( 3‘82—5) iahd""d_e Bary

1970.(157),
35 Another scholar-merchant marriage is that of ?(ue Rubxan and Di
Qiaojie. Here the social hierarchy corresponds to the marital hxeralchy -
the husband comes from the scholarly batkground. Qiaojie’s role as a
+ virtuous wife compensates for any other potential conflict (YYZ, ch. 59).
"+ 36 On historical experience, see Brockmeier 1990 (41) Glecnblalt 1990
(99). S
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Ban Gu
Baopuzi
bizhen
Chen Shidao
chuangi
chuanshen
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Di Xichen
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