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ABSTRACT

Modern readers tend to assume that He Bang'e's (fl. 1736-
ca. 1779) Yetan suilu (Casual Records of Night Talks) are
fictional—the products of an author's creative imagination.
However, a close reading of the stories in this collection, with
reference to other collections of such supernatural stories,
demonstrates that such stories were believable for their
audience, and that the anthologists wrote down the stories they
heard from others. In other words, the stories are in fact
legends—stories heard from others, which the narrator and his
audience nevertheless believe are factual. Indeed, the content
of several stories demonstrates that, judged by Chinese
standards of the day, the material was generally believable.

At the same time, many a legend mentions the narrator
who recounted the story to He Bang'e, and a few of the legends
even appear in a contemporary’s book. Moreover, Bang'e
repeatedly cites by name a friend of his who tells some of the
stories to him, comments upon others, and apparently even
presented some of his own in writing. Similarly, at the end of
many legends describing unusual phenomena, he often
appends explanations or reactions to the given phenomenon,
generally demonstrating his belief in it. Others he explicitly
identifies as legends. In his own preface to this book, he says
that he has talked about such topics while drinking at night with
his friends, and what he says in several stories further
corroborates that telling such stories at night was a common
program of evening entertainment. In fact, the book seems to be
just what he calls it—Casual Records of Night Talks.



126 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. |

KEY WORDS
Yetan suilu He Bang’e
Qing stories fiction
Legends classical narratives
oral narratives Zi bu yu

supernatural phenomena belief



Yetan suifw: Casuval Records of Night Taiks 127

Introduction

The generally neglected Yesan suilu Hi4kEE#% (Casual Records
of Night Talks) by the Manchu writer He Bang’e FI13F%8 (fl. 1736-
ca. 1779; his style Nizhai B%%; studio name Jiyuan #[E]) shares
similarities with other Qing anthologies of supernatural stories,
including Ligozhai zhiyi W)PE5EE (Strange Tales from Make-do
Studio), by Pu Songling #{R&E (1640-1715),° Yuewei caotang biji
PR ESEEC (Jottings from the Thatch Hut of Close Observations),
by Ji Yun #CHg (1724-1805)," and Zi bu yu FAREE (What the
Master Did Not Speak of), by Yuan Mei E# (1716-97).° Indeed,
Zhaolian (1776-1829), a fellow Manchu, describes Yetan suilu as an
imitation of the earlier Ligozhai zhiyi® while Ji Yun mentions some
selections from Yefan suilu in his own Yuewei caotang biji. Moreover,
Zi bu yu includes several items similar to those in Yetan suilu and
Yuewei caotang biji.

Many modern critics have been keen to celebrate these
anthologies of supernatural stories as the products of an author’s
creative imagination. However, even as they interpret the stories in
works such as Ligozhai zhiyi as primarily fictional, scholars
occasionally admit the first wave of that work’s eritics treated it as a
member of the non-fictional genre of legends of the supernatural.”
However, recent scholars are starting to treat Qing stories as
believable for their audience.® Indeed, there is evidence that Pu
Songling wrote down the stories he heard from others.” Similarly,
recent scholarship has approached Yuewei caotang biji and Zi bu yu
as anthologies of legends. 1 shall show in this article that Yeran suilu,
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too, consists of non-fictional legends, as Bang’e himself repeatedly
states. Fang Zhengyao J51EH# seizes on such remarks as proof that
He Bang’e #1H3%H wrote the stories, but at the same time does not
believe that the stories are legends.'

Legends are typically stories heard from others, which the
narrator and his audience nevertheless believe are factual. The Qing
writers who record (rather than invent) such legends sometimes go
beyond presenting a particular legend, appending explanations of the
unusual phenomenon or reactions to it, thereby demonstrating their
belief in it. Simply because a narrative is coherent does not mean that
it must be fiction: the incorporation of material (even on a
supernatural topic) into a narrative was often a way for people to
interpret a particular phenomenon, "'

Moreover, the manner in which many legends (in this as well as
in similar works) seem to have been created explains a typical plot
structure of theirs. The stories are typically confined to what Allan
Barr has called the vnilinear plot, where the awareness of a single
central male character provides the connection among a sequence of
incidents. Barr insists on identifying these stories as “classical
fiction,” blaming their “pseudobiographical approach” for this kind of
unilinear plot.”* More than one legend consists of the retelling of a
person’s dream; if we approach the stories as legends based on
dreams or fantasies rather than as creative works of art, it accounts for
this unilinear structure.

While the content of the selections in all four of these books
generally concerns the supernatural, the style differs somewhat. The
writing in Yuewei caotang biji and Zi bu yu is the least allusive, and
the authors’ diction is usually fairly simple, while Pu Songling’s
Liaozhai zhiyi is somewhat more literary. Critics have compared the
style of Yetan suilu unfavorably to Liaozhai zhiyi, labelling it
“rough;”"’ however, while some of the nearly three hundred items in
Yetan suilu are succinet and recounted in fairly simple classical
Chinese like typical biji ZEZC stories, many other stories display a
tendency towards allusions and recherché idioms. (Bang’e may be
trying to compensate for his Manchu background; one of his legends,
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“The Spring and Autumn Tower” (Chungiu lou ZHE 155-57) tells
of a man invited to write an inscription by a Manchu general;
significantly, the general is illiterate.) At the same time, Bang’e’s
descriptions are ofien more graphic than those in stories from typical
biji books.

Given the nature of the genesis of these stories as legends,
intermediate narrators may have provided some of this flowery,
allusive diction, Zou Tao similarly describes Pu Songling as
embellishing what he heard from others. On the other hand, the
occasionally sprawling and episodic content suggests that the author
recorded the stories more or less as he heard them. If we take at face
value Bang’e’s repeated assertion that friends and acquaintances told
these stories to him, presumably this style was his own contribution to
the recording of what were legends, rather than his effort to enhance
their quality as literary fiction. Even if the writers of biji may have
altered the fegends out of editorial considerations, this does not mean
they are fiction (Hansen, 16-19).

He Bang’e’s Life

Even as they try to present the stories in Yefan suily as fictional
creations, scholars typically treat names, dates, and events recorded in
the stories as factual, and utilize them to establish facts about the
author’s life. Based on such materials that the stories themselves cite,
scholars have concluded that Bang’e was from a Manchu family, and
spent his youth in the area corresponding to Gansu H i, Shaanxi Pk
P8, and Qinghai H¥§ provinces, where his grandfather served as a
military official; when his grandfather was later transferred to what is
now Fujian jig# province, Bang’e accompanied him there. Bang’e’s
reference to hearing stories while in Zhejiang #fiT. suggests he also
visited there at one point. After his grandfather’s death, Bang’e’s
father took him to the capital Beijing JLIE for study at a school for
students whose families belonged to the eight banners. Wang Yi
maintains that Bang’e’s studies at the capital school were so
undemanding that he had plenty of leisure time for light reading,
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which ultimately enabled him to become a writer of classical
Chinese." After five vears of study, he was appointed a district
magistrate, though thete is no record of where.'” Yet despite his fairly
long stay at the capital and grandfather’s achievements, he was
apparently unable to parlay his connections into further advancement.
The only evidence of his living until 1779 is the date of the preface,
which is also when the final version of his book appeared (Wang Yi,
2-3.). In any case, his frequent mention of these places in the text is
further evidence that he gathered the legends there.

Criticism

Literary scholars tend to reject the obvious surface meaning of a
given text, perhaps because such an explanation offers them little
scope to display their talents by interpreting it and explaining what it
“really” means. However, this interpretative stance all too often
means imposing upon the text a theory that says more about the
scholars” own milieu than about the context of the work itself. Loth to
see the stories in Yetan suifu simply as accounts of the supernatural,
the editors of two modern Chinese editions have insisted on viewing
them as fiction, suspecting some deeper meaning behind them. These
editors spotlight stories that they see as exposing social and political
evils, the hypocrisy of officialdom, of flatterers, and of religion, as
well as the anthor’s ather revelations of the “dark side” of society of
the day. These modern scholars go on to praise the book for its
affirmation of human nature, feelings, and values (Wang Yigong,
“Preface” 3; Wang Yi, “Preface” 7-13).

Unfortunately for those who subscribe to this view, virtually
every story in Yefan suilu is primarily concerned with some Kind of
supernatural phenomenon. Rejecting what they label as superstition,
and believing this repudiation of theirs to be progressive, Wang
Yigong et al. conclude that Bang’e failed to free himself from what
they describe as the fetters of “feudalistic” thinking, characterized by
stories involving karma, retribution and fatalistic thinking. For them,
this is a failure that detracts from the book’s value. Similarly
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disturbed by the number of stories depicting men who try to sleep
with their brother’s wife or engage in homosexual relations, these
authors try to explain the phenomenon away as resulting from the
small number of women in Gansu (Wang Yigong “Preface” 2-4),
However, to condemn the book for its concern with the supernatural
is to misjudge its strength.

In order to understand Bang’e’s book in the original context of
the author’s point of view, this article will discuss the comments that
he repeatedly addresses to his readers. First, we will utilize these
remarks of Bang’e’s as well as his own preface to understand the
relationship between Yeran suilu and other books of supernatural
stories, including Tang and Song works, as well as Zi bu yu. Secondly,
we will examine how these remarks refer to the circumstances of
recording the stories, demonstrating that the stories were told by
others to Bang’e. Finally, we will examine how some of these
remarks demonstrate Bang’e’s belief in the stories.

Tang Legends

Bang’e’s affinity for Tang sources and the manner in which he
refers to them suggests he did not see the stories from that period as
fiction.'® For example, he begins “Inviting an Immortal” (Qing xian
Sl 232-34) by explaining that while he does not entirely believe
the (mostly Tang) stories he has read in Taiping guangii kSZJE
(A Taiping Miscellany), neither does he entirely disbelieve them.

At my leisure I have read the Taiping guangji and other
books recording the weird; the strange and weird events
they record are innumerable. Also, whenever | hear what
people say on such topics, it is also clearly proven, so in
my heart I secretly believe it, yet I also doubt it. One may
suspect they do not exist, but in that case, the ancients
would not have spoken of them; even people of today who
speak of such things are generally simple, honest, careful
and truthful people; how could they be willing to speak
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chicanery? If 1 am to believe in the existence of such
things, how is it that at forty years of age, I have never
seen such a thing with my own eyes?

Here he reveals that he has read and heard many stories of
strange and weird events (zhiguai EFE), words echoed in his preface.
While he is unable to believe unquestioningly in such phenomena,
neither is he able to reject them out of hand.

Moreover, as far as the Taiping guangji is concerned, at the end
of the second in the series “Cat Weirds” (Maoguai 5% 179-80),
Bang’e states,

When 1 heard this, 1 increasingly believed that the
Taiping guangji, where it records a cat saying “None like
this! None like this”'” was not false.

In other words, rather than treating it as unbelievable
superstition, he suspects that it is true.

Bang’e also states that he recorded the story of the Taoist “Xiu
Lin” (93-98) as a continuation of “A Biography of the Nanke Prefect”
(Nanke taishou zhuan A ACSFE).'® The fact that this story also
appears in the Taiping guangji suggests he believed it as well. In this
story, he further states that the titular character’s son studied painting
with the artist Shangguan Zhou FEFE (a painter, b. 1665) from
Yinjiang (in Zhejiang), who was familiar with all the details and told
this story to him. Although Zhou would have been seventy-one when
Bang’e was botn, another item mentions him as also telling Bang’e
the story “Qian’er {52 (259-63). Taken together, this evidence
suggests Bang’e conceives of his Taoist story as believable as the
earlier Tang story.

Similarly, the story “The Yangzhou Scholar” (Weiyang sheng
316-17) cites the protagonist of “The Curly-bearded Hero” (Qiuran ke
zhuan % 8575 {#), another story found in the Taiping guangji."” The
story mentions this hero among a number of references to historical
figures, as if he too were a historical person. Ironically, the Ming
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critic Hu Yinglin HHFERS (1551-1602) insists that this story is false
{Hammond, “History and Hearsay” 361). The fact that the author
treats the Tang character as a historical figure suggests that he accepts
Tang narratives as more or less factual legends.

Bang’e’s attitude toward foxes similarly suggests he believes in
their supernatural powers. In the second of the “Miscellaneous Notes”
(Zaji HEiC 102-10) stories about foxes (104-6), the narrator
compares a female fox spirit’s chaste relationship with one of the
male characters to Mme. Ren’s with Wei Yin, a reference to “The
Biography of Mme. Ren {F” (Ren shi zhuan {FJX/H). Significantly,
Shen Jiji YEEL#E (fl. ca. 750-800), the author who recorded the
earlier legend, heard it at an evening meeting with friends as they
were discussing the marvelous;® this is how Bang’e claims to have
heard many of the legends he has recorded.

Bang’e’s Preface

Explaining his recording of the stories in his preface, nowhere
does Bang’e suggest that he views himself as an author who has
invented. stories. On the contrary, he explicitly states that the stories
are legends that others have told him. Indeed, despite making a
number of philosophical protests, he suggests that there is no harm to
discussing the weird simply as a casual pastime. After the typical
apology for recording the legends in apparent violation of Confucian
dictum, Bang’e adds:

I am now forty-four years of age, and | have never
encountered the weird, but | often enjoy getting together
and drinking wine with two or three friends, and with
candles extinguished chatting about ghosts, or sitting in the
moonlight and talking of foxes-—which may have involved
a little of things outside the ordinary—I then made records
of them, which over time became a book, with which 1
occasionally amuse myself. Of old, Master Po forced
people to speak of ghosts; is this not to say that using the
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breadth of what one has seen and heard, or to say that
speaking of what is empty is no better than speaking of
current affairs? From of old, people saw nothing wrong
with casual taltk, and I myself also see nothing wrong with
casual listening. Now if casual listening is permissible,
then how can casual recording alone not be permitted?
Although this may be the case, this casual talking, casual
listening, and then casual recording is also weird. This
being the case, Yetan suily could also be called a book of
“accounts of anomalies.””'

For Bang’e, the fact that he himself has never had a weird
encounter simply confirms his belief that the weird is something
rarely encountered. His statement that he has heard the stories from
his friends, together with his other references to recording the stories,
is evidence that he does not see himself as a creator of fictions, but
rather a transmitter of legends. The reason he provides for recording
such legends is simply that he and his friends enjoy telling and
hearing them, even if they involve things out of the ordinary.

The reference to Master Po (Su Shi §fdd 1036-1101) concerns
an anecdote telling of how the poet would force his guests to talk
about ghosts; if they declined on the grounds that ghosts did not exist,
he told them to “speak casually” (wangyan 55 of them.” This
suggests to Bang’e that talk of ghosts is just as good as taik of current
affairs. Bang’e then uses the phrase “speak casually” himself, a
further reference to Su. '

However, Bang’e’s additional use of the phrase “listening
casually” (wangting EHE) suggests Zhuangzi #£F, who ventures to
“speak casually,” suggesting his interlocutor “listen casually” (that is,
in the same casual spirit) to a discussion of discarding categories, and
an injunction to realize that all things are one, and the immanence and
relativity of everything, including life and death. (In fact, several of
Bang’e’s legends present Taoism as a believable creed.) Bang’e then
argues that if “casval talk” and “casual listening” are acceptable, then
“casual recording” (wanglu %8%; recording in the same casual spirit)
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can hardly be deemed unacceptable.

Indeed, although the word wang suggests a greater degree of
recklessness than the word sui in the title of the book, both suggest
the image Bang’e wants to project of his work. On the other hand,
immediately following on the heels of his allusion to Taoism,
Bang’e’s subsequent mention of “casual recording” mocks his Taoist
pretensions. Further, his comparison of his book with “accounts of
anomalies” texts suggests that he is not expecting his readers to take
the stories all that seriousty. However, these humble protestations of
lack of literary pretensions are presumably only conventional
politeness; his allusive style certainly suggests otherwise. Like his use
of the obscure character »i, or feeble, for his style Nizhai BJZ5, the
connotation is at loggerheads with the denotation.

Bang’e’s preface displays similarities to others of the genre. His
argument that despite Confucius’ own proscription against discussion
of the weird (also alluded to by the very title of Zi bu yu), the Sage
himself examined such phenomena is an argument harking back to
similar statements made by writets as early as the Tang dynasty.”

Similarly, the argutnent that the weird is simply what is
unfamiliar savors of Tang Menglai’s (1627-98) ta Liaozhai zhiyi, one
of the early prefaces, this treats the stories as legends (“Tang’s
Preface;” Tang xu; Pu Songling 4-5). In addition, the authors of many
anthologies of legends, including Ligozhai zhiyi, state that the
recorder has heard them from others. Another similarity with
Ligozhai zhiyi is the reference to Su Shi’s fondness for talking about
ghosts. However, Pu Songling does not refer to any of the “casual”
phrases that Bang’e uses. Moreover, like the prefaces to many books,
Pu’s is far more literary and allusive than Bang’e’s. Even if Pu
Songling’s Ligozhai zhiyi was a major influence on Bang’e, the latter
refuses to acknowledge it,

On the other hand, although none of Bang’e’s stories in Yeran
suilu directly refer to Liaozhai zhiyi, one of his book’s commentators
does. Appended to many of the individual stories are comments
attributed to Bang’e himself or to other writers; nearly every story has
a comment by a writer identified as Lanyan [%g. Bang’e’s story
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“Mending a Man” (Ju ren $§A 119-120) tells of a man who tries to
assist thunder bombarding a scorpion but is himself struck; he then
hears voices arranging to mend him. The story ends, “they say his
family still has the dried scorpion,” demonstrating the story circulated
as hearsay. Lanyan then comments:

| have seen Ligozhai zhiyi, where there are switched
heads and a person’s heart that is fabricated; together with
this story, they could be called the three marvels,

How could they use flesh to mend him when his body
and skeleton were in such a mess?

The transposed heads apparently refer to “Judge Lu” (Lu Pan
FEX); Pu Songling 139-46), and the fabricated heart to “Painted Skin”
{(Hua pi 7, Pu Songling 119-24). The fact that Lanyan sees as
similar these three incidents of human reconstruction suggests that to
him, Liaozhai zhiyi and Yetan suilu were similar wotks. At the same
time, the tenor of Lanyan’s question about the process of mending the
man’s shattered body demonstrates more concern with what could
have actually occurred than a literary question about how the story
was invented.

Zi bu yu

There are striking similarities between Yuan Mei’s Zi bu yu and
Yetan suilu. Shen Meng EAEL et al., the editors of the modern edition
of Zi bu yu, assert that like Yuewei caotang biji, Yuan Mei’s book is
also based on hearsay. From when he was little, Yuan Mei had been
fond of listening to stories of the supernatural, and while the items in
Zi bu yu were mostly told to him by his friends, he witnessed some of
them himself, and recorded others from other books, including
Yuewei caotang biji **

Like Bang’e, Yuan begins his “Preface” by referring to
Confucius’ famous saying about not speaking of the weird, then goes
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on to refer to various acceptable weird anecdotes, and speak of
“investigating” (giong) the transformations of the universe, which
have their “principles” (/i) that are not “contrary” (bef), and even
writes of “speaking casually” (wangyan) and “listening casually”
(wangting) in regard to the stories.”> Not only is this language and
argumentation similar to Bang’e’s preface, but the two books also
record several similar stories.

The question is whether Yuan Mei influenced Bang’e or the
other way around. Citing three stories, Lu Xun &\ claims that all
three are based on Zi bu yu, and that Yetan suilu copied from Zi bu yu
(Lu Xun 222). Although Lu Xun does not mention the prefaces,
presumably-he would argue that Bang’e’s preface is also an imitation
of Yuan Mei’s. Similarly, Shen Meng cites ten other stories in
addition to the three that Lu Xun mentions, but is loth io credit
Bang’e’s versions in Yefan suilu as the sources for Yuan Mei’s stories.
However, the editors have omitted at least two other stories with
variants in Zi bu yu and Yetan suilu; see “The White Lotus Sect”
(Bailian jiao [3Hi¥; He Bang’e 319-22; Yuan Mei 373) and *Yi the
Fifth” (Yi wu; He Bang’e 80-82; Yuvan Mei 374-75).

Although the differences between some legends are minor, Y uan
Mei’s version of one legend includes signhificant additions.”® Bang’e’s
series “Strange Stories of the Provincial Examination Hall” {Jiwei
zhiyi BEREER) tells of scholars sitting for the examination who
suffer retribution for their crimes. The first of these (He Bang’e 159-
60), told by an otherwise unidentified narrator, concerns a scholar
from Changshou % %4 (in Jiangsu YL fi) at the provincial
examination who hears a couplet that reminds him of how he
sodomized one of his students, who then committed suicide, After
confessing the sordid tale, he himself commits suicide.

As “Scholar Cheng of Changshou & &~ (Changshou
Chengsheng # 924, Yuan Mei 147-48), the title of Yuan’s
version indicates, Yuan provides the scholar’s surname, absent from
the other version. On the other hand, here there is no narrator not any
couplet; Cheng tells a fellow examinee of his crime after dreaming
that his victim brought him to the underworld, where Cheng was
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beaten and his victim’s ghost chided for committing suicide. Such
differences do not necessarily mean that Yuan’s is the earlier version;
possibly different versions of this legend were in circulation.

Moreover, there is solid evidence that the Yetan version of most
of these stories was the earlier. Yuan’s versions of these legends are
similar to Bang’e’s in terms of details and diction, but also exhibit
many differences. In many places, Bang’e favors more recondite
expressions, as is his wont. In almost every instance, Bang’e provides
details not found in the other version. The story of “Tong Jijiao” (He
Bang’e 210-12; Yuan Mei 370-71) tells of the wizard Tong Jijiao’s
exorcism of a bannerman possessed by a spirit. Bang’e’s version
provides many details, including some, such as the age of one of the
characters, that the other version lacks.

“Night Star” (Ye xingzi; He Bang’e 174-75; Yuan Mei 594.95)
is another story of an exorcism, this one staged to cure an infant’s
crying. The exorcist shoots an arrow at a little figure, which leads him
to a cat on an old woman’s lap, which is killed. The major difference
between the stories is what happens to the old woman: in Yuan’s
version, the old woman is starved to death; in Bang’e’s version, she
dies afterwards. Significantly, in Yetan suily, this is one of two stories
about the night star; Bang’e occasionally groups stories about a
particular topic under one heading.

Indeed, the evidence from several other legends that appear in
both books suggests that generally Yuan copied from Bang’e, rather
than the other way around. The titular character of “The Filial
Daughter” (Xiaonii F4r; He Bang’e 230-32; Yuan Mei [49-50)
makes a symbolic pilgrimage for her sick father by pacing in her
courtyard the distance it would take her to a temple, where her
incense appears. This impresses an eunuch there, who pays her dowry.
Bang’e’s version provides the detail that her father lives to 100.

“The Miser” (Tie gongji; He Bang’e 308-10; Yuan Mei 593-
94)" is a story of a fox spirit’s revenge on the miser of the title, who
is delighted to find a concubine both pretty and cheap. Even though
he begrudges spending any of his fortune, he soon finds it has
vanished from his coffers. In Yuan’s version, after sneering that this



Yetan suilu: Casual Records of Night Talks 139

is her revenge for his refusal to continue the offerings made to the fox
spirits in his house, his concubine vanishes.

Once again, Bang’e’s version is more detailed and allusive, the
miser offering a long explanation of why he does not want to spend
his money. Moreover, when Bang’e’s miser discovers his empty
coffers, he drops dead; it is a note at the end of the story that explains
he stopped the offerings.

In other stories which Bang’e records, he refers to specific
narrators, The title “The Humanoid” (Rentong; He Bang’e 98-101;
Yuan Mei 134) refers to a simian creature with characteristics that
appear human to the narrator. Bang’e’s version of the story is part of
a group of anecdotes about Mongolia that he states was told to him by
a servant of his family, fluent in Manchurian®® This statement
establishes that Bang’e heard the story from his servant, rather than
copying it from Yuan’s book.

“Strange Wind” (Guai feng {%J&; He Bang’e 137-38; Yuan Mei
148-49) tells of soldiers who encounter a strange thundering wind that
leaves their faces pock-marked. While much of the wording is
virtually identical in the two versions, Yuan Mei’s version is abridged
and lacks the statement near the beginning of Bang’e’s version that
states that this occurred when Bang’e’s late uncle governed
Liangzhou 3 M (the area around Linxia [ in  Gansu).
Presumably the uncle told Bang’e this legend.

Similarly, Bang’e apparently also heard “Ga Xiong WEt” (52-
55) from an uncle. “Ga Xiong” is the legend of a fox that appears in
the guise of a man’s daughter to repay a favor to Ga. While working
as a secretary to Zhou Wenjin, Ga Xiong has sex with his boss’
daughter, unaware of a fellow eniployee spying on them, and who has
sexual emission. When a superior questions him about his nocturnal
wandering, the coworker reveals what he has seen, and the horrified
superior insists that he inform Zhou. However, although Zhou finds
that his daughter has been with her mother, he expels Ga Xiong.
Living alone in a temple, Ga Xiong is surprised when the daughter
comes to live with him. When her father hears, he realizes that a
baleful influence has been behind the affair, and afraid of possible
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gossip, marries his daughter to Ga Xiong. After the wedding, a fox
appears to Ga Xiong, saying she appeared in the guise of the daughter
to repay his grandfather’s sparing her. As Nizhai %5, Bang’e
writes,

When my late grandfather governed the area of the
Yellow and Huang 8 Rivers, Xiong was just twenty
years old, and was already a talented official. Nor did the
girl come to any harm; once she came to his office, and
everyone was impressed with her gentleness and charm,
vastly different from the common run of people, truly a
beauty. Afterwards, Xiong’s office reached as far as
Assistant Regional Commander, and Zhou's daughter was
given the title Shuren. They say that at forty he left office,
and he lived in Hezhou #J1],%° the wealthiest in the area.

The area that Bang’e’s grandfather governed is in eastern
Qinghai, near Xining, where the action occurs. Like several of the
characters in Bang’e’s legends, the titular character’s name is unusuafl;
Bang’e explains it as meaning short and handsome. Not only does
Yuan Mei’s version (146-47) omit such an explanation, but several
other details as well, such as the specific age at which Ga Xiong’s
father died, Yuan omits the lewd detail of the voyeur’s emission, so
typical of Bang’e, while Bang’e describes the initial meeting between
the lovers in more detail. Moreover, in Yuan’s version, the coworker
is jealous of Ga Xiong, and tattles directly to Zhou. Finally, in his
note at the end of the story, Bang’e explains how his own uncle met
the girl, suggesting that it was a legend that the uncle told to him.

Bang’e claims to have heard another of these legends from a
participant. In “Luoji #1%” (He Bang’c 78-80; Yuan Mei 593), a
person from Min [ (Fujian i) is dragged into the currents near
the Ryukyu islands to a desert island with gold on the shore,
populated by birds that do not fly away and that can be eaten. He
meets the ghosts of Chinese corpses swept there, and the ghosts tell
the traveller that the current is about to change, so he is able to return,
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and now wealthy, offers sacrifices to the helpful ghosts.

Bang’e’s version explains that the birds are ghosts that have lost
their essential energy and turned into birds; otherwise, there are a few
more details, but similar syntax. Significantly, Bang’e begins his
tecital of the adventures of the person from Min who had been
dragged into the currents by stating that when he was in Yinjiang, he
heard about it. We must either assume that Bang’e has invented this
person from Min, or that Yuan has copied this story.

Bang’e’s version of “Huo Yun FEE§” (241-51) is much longer
than Yuan’s version “The Sore Doctor” (Yang yi; Yuan Mei 595-96),
and includes some characteristically prurient detail. In “Huo Yun,”
Yun glitnpses his patient’s pudenda and is aroused by the sensation of
her feet brushing his mouth. In Yuan’s version, Yun only sees his
patient’s pretty legs. Moreover, Yun’s jealous brothers, who plot to
seduce his wife in “Huo Yun,” do not appear in “The Sore Doctor.”
Finally, Yeian suilu cites a commentary by En Maoxian B%4¢, a
friend of Bang’e’s whose name appears frequently in the text:

Although one cannot fathom what kind of baleful
influence they were, with their beauty and unusual
characteristics, once the story is recorded on paper, they
are bewitching females that can by themselves move
people. 1 once heard this from Rui Bieshan #7/1[]. Now
having seen this record of Jiyuan’s, it is slightly different
but largely the same, so that one cannot tell which is
absolutely correct. However, the essentials of the story
must be true, without falsehood.

En Maoxian states that he has heard another version generally
simitar to Bang’e’s, demonstrating once again that the stories
circulated widely as hearsay. Maoxian’s allusion to the story’s being
recorded on paper suggests that the other version was oral,
Significantly, the existence of more than one version of the story
persuades En Maoxian that it is a true story.

“The Strange Dog” (Yiquan; He Bang’e 181-83) which Yuan
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Mei renders “The Righteous Dog Sends Its Soul” (Yiquan fuhun;
150-51) tells of a handsome young noble who is nearly raped by a
band of toughs. Although the young man is rescued, his dog dies of
injuries sustained in the melee, and appears in his dreatm. When the
toughs later try to rape him again, a big dog appears, attacking them,
driving them off. _

Bang’e’s version of the story concludes by noting that En
Maoxian was the noble’s cousin, and was thoroughly familiar with
this. Bang’e adds that together with Maoxian, he himself met the
handsome young man at a party, and states that he is truly a gorgeous
person. Once again, this final addition is either Bang’e’s invention, or
an indication that Yuan copied the story from him.

Yetan suilu cites En Maoxian himself as presenting “Will o’ the
Wisp” (Yinghuo, He Bang’e 285-86), the story of his uncle’s
secretary. The young man, whose name is Mischief, is possessed by a
ghost. Even though he raises an alarm when the ghost reveals her true
status, he dies soon afterwards,

Significantly, Yuan Mei’s version, “Mischief”, identifies the
young man’s patron as someone named En. Yuan could hardly have
invented someone named En, since he is Bang’e’s friend. However, in
Yuan’s version of the story, Mischief does not die, but merely loses
his mischievous nature, leading his friends to say that however much
one might want to meet a ghost, such a meeting will cause one to lose
one’s mischievous nature. This change may be Yuan’s, or whoever
told him the story. In any case, it is difficult to see how Yuan could
have written the original version of this story.

To summarize, in comparison with Bang’e’s versions of these
legends, Yuan Mei’s are in every instance but one less detailed. Fang
Zhengyao further cites the later dating of items in Zi bu yu establish it
is the later book (He Bang’e 106-7). Moreover, in several cases,
Bang’e states that he has heard these stories from a witness, including
his own relatives, whereas Yuan does not reveal his sources. Finally,
in one story, Yuan mentions a relative of En Maoxian’s to whom En
himself refers; given other references to En in Yetan suilu, it seems
likelier that he was Bang’e’s friend rather than Yuan Mei’s. Taken



Yetan suifu: Casual Records of Night Talks 143

together, these facts demonstrate that Bang’e’s versions are earlier.
Finally, Yuan’s preface to his anthology includes several similarities
to Bang’e’s preface.

Maeno Naoaki FiBFEMW suggests that after Yuan Mei read
Yetan suilu, he made some alterations before including the stories in
his own book.™ Indeed, the existence of fairly major changes in
Yuan’s versions of “Night Star,” “Scholar Cheng of Changshou 3
4, “The Miser,” and “Mischief” demonstrate that any copying Yuan
did was not direct, yet the striking similarities of his preface to
Bang’e’s suggest that in jotting the stories down, Yuan Mei was
relying on his somewhat faulty memory. Only further research into
other such books can help establish sources for other stoties. In any
case, the fact that Yuan Mei learned of this handful of stories from
Yetan suilu suggests that just as Yuan borrowed from this other
source, the authors of other such books also gathered their stories
from other sources, and that like Liaozhai zhiyi and Yuewei caotang
biji, Zi bu yu and Yetan suilu were also collections of legends rather
than works of fiction,

Background and Sources

As we have just seen, the remarks that Bang’e appends to his
stories frequently identify the sources of the legends he quotes. Those
who insist on seeing books such as this as works of imaginative
fiction may see the author’s citations of such sources simply as a
rhetorical device, framing the fiction. In discussing Ligozhai zhiyi,
Judith T. Zeitlin claims that the assertion that the stories are hearsay
is merely the author’s pretense; she accepts such claims only insofar
as they encourage the reader to believe that someone told the story,
but is less interested in contemporary belief in the phenomena
recorded by the story (46).

If the assertion that a Yefan suilu story is hearsay is an important
formal part of the allegedly fictional story, it is cutious that Bang’e
omits it in the majority of his stories. While over forty of the legends
begin or end with Bang’e’s note of who has told him the story, this is
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a small proportion, given that there are about 280 items in total. In
fact, this allegation that the assertion that a story is hearsay causes
one to disbelieve the events that the story relates seems illogical. On
the contrary, given Qing belief in the supernatural, the assertion that a
particular story is hearsay should make the story more believable,
bolstering belief in the events it recounts. We must keep in mind that
although few of these stories will strike modern readers as realistic,
many Qing readers had different notions of realism.”

Absent any evidence that the author has invented these narrators
of his legends, we must take these comments of where Bang’e has
heard the stories at face value as evidence demonstrating the author
and his contemporary readers generally believed the stories he was
recording described events that could have occurred. These
statements demonstrate the author and his contemporary readers
generally believed the stories he was recording in the way one
believes a legend. Not only do many of the storytellers tell the
legends directly to Bang’e; some of them even claim to have been
witnesses.

Many stories include remarks that indicate their legendary origin.
“The Earthquake” (Dizhen #tiEE 236) begins by explaining that this
is an old legend: “The old folks say, in 1730 .. .” Just as En Maoxian
indicates that he has heard the story “Huo Yun” elsewhere, “Rot-
headed Pan” (Pan Lantou iHIFGE 143-44), the story of a Taoist
punished for his showing off, is followed by a comment of Lanyan’s
that begins:

I had formerly heard of this matter: here I find the
details of it. '

A few other stories end with references to contemporary
reaction to the phenomenon described in the story, further
demonstrating the legend was hearsay. Remarks in many stories about
encounters with various unusual people or spirits indicate that they
were legends that people knew or that a participant told them.
According to “Scholar Song” (Song Xiucai 266-68), a Taoist takes
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the titular character flying, but when the latter thinks of his wife, he
falls to the ground. A note at the end says that Guo Kunfu FfREH of
Changsha £#) was the same age as Song’s son, and told of his
father’s meeting with the Taoist. In “The Spring and Autumn Tower,”
the encounter is with a god. The story tells of a man who writes an
inscription on the temple to Guan Yu BJ43 after a long meditation.
Afterwards, he dreams of Guan, who invites him to the Spring and
Autumn Tower; awakening, he enters and dies. A note at the end of
the story states that everybody in the temple knew about this ominous
dream.

Other stories involve encounters with ghosis or other spirits, in
whose existence many believed. “The Woman in Red” (Hongyi furen
RLARE A 122) is a short anecdote of a drunken soldier who sees a
woman who proves to be faceless when he tries to touch her. A note
at the end of the story explains that he told it himself. The second
item from the “Corpse Changing” (Shibian F#% 176-78) pair of
stories tells of a man who has an encounter with a drought demon. At
the end of the story, we are told that after he reached the capital, he
often told people he met about this.

A number of legends describe encounters with foxes, which the
Chinese believed had magical powers.”> For example, at the end of
“Master Jade” (Yu Gongzi E4ZvF 278-85), the narrator states that
the maidservant of the titular character’s wife has told this long story
of fox spirits to her relatives. The legend “Zhuang Zhusong™ (226-28)
tells of an older scholar who becomes sexually aroused when he
overhears his young classmate Qiv Fr engaged in intimate talk with
what Zhuang believes is a fox spirit. They hire a shaman who
exorcises the creature in front of the neighbors.® According to a note
at the end of the story, Zhuang himself told it.

Finally, one legend tells of a visit to the underworld, whose
existence many Chinese accepted. The protagonist of “Zhang the
Fifth” (Zhang Wu 41-44) is brought to the underworld, where he sees
a man’s concubine carrying on with a young man. Reviving, he
exposes the couple, who are punished. A note at the end of the story
states, “it occurred in the area of Yongzhou and Liangzhou FJ; the
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people of Qin Z still speak of it.” Yongzhou corresponds to
Jingchuan $€J1j; generally these two places refer to the Gansu-
Shaanxi area, while Qin Z& refers to Shaanxi ¥R, Not only had
Bang’e himself grown up in the same area, but he further cites En
Maoxian: “It is truly so; my late grandfather also spoke of it.”

In a number of cases, usually at the end of the story, Bang’e
provides the name of the narrator. One of these reflects a belief in
Taoism. The great age of the titular character in “Lii Qi EHH” (141)
is attributed to his eating a number of the hundreds of red pills he
discovers jumping inside an old well. A note at the end of the story
states that Dong Qujiang HEHRYT of the Hanlin academy saw this,
asked about it and recorded it, and so was able to speak of the
explanation for Lii Qi’s longevity in detail.

Given the fact that Bang’e heard these legends from
acquaintances, it makes sense that some narrators are responsible for
more than one story. “Liu Duangong F|#t T (55-56) tells of
Scholar Xu’s arrival at the inn where the titular character is sharing a
room with another young man who offers to et Xu share his bed.
When Xu drunkenly tries to seduce the young man, he curses Xu. The
next day, Xu and Liu both find they have lost all their body hair.
According to the story, Liu often spent time with Wen Shiyu, so Wen
was familiar with this guilty explanation of a sudden loss of body
hair.

Wen is also the narrator of “Min Yit Bg7H" (129-33), the legend
of a young man used as a sex slave by a quartet of Buddhist nuns.
According to a note at the end of the story, when Min [ tells the
story to his uncle and his patron, people sigh. The story states that this
patron was a relative of Wen Shiyu’s, so Shiyu became a good friend
with Min, and believed that what reads like a fantasy was completely
true,

Several of these stories credited to people Bang’e claims to
know are nothing but brief anecdotes concerning encounters with
ghosts. “Sheng Zichuan B%2)1|” (186) begins with the note that
according to Bang’e’s friend, the titular character, a woman in
tattered clothing approached him and made him feel dizzy. More
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commonly, some moral lesson is involved. “A Certain Department
Vice Magistrate” (Mou Biejia FLHIEE 337-39) tells of a man’s
encounter with a chaste ghost. The story concludes, “Peng Shunung
FEEE was able to tell it all to me.”

“The Servant Ghost Woman” (Qingyi niigui FHiKZ 5 149)
begins by saying the story was told by one Yan Wusan; it tells of a
voyeur (the figure of the voyeur is one we have seen already) who
sees a pretty girl whom a ghost encourages to commit suicide; the
peeping Tom warns her family, saving her life, then stops his spying.

“Han Yuezi ##HE-F" (111-17) is a long story telling of a sexual
fantasy of a scholar’s encounter with a pair of beauties whose
mansion later vanishes. At the end of the story, Bang’e writes, when
Han’s cousin Wang was travelling in the capital, Fu Shuguo {Bi&[#]
was a good friend of his, and frequently heard him tell it like this. No
one can tell if they were foxes or ghosts, or baleful emanations of
animals or plants.

Finally, Bang’e himself heard several stories from his relatives,
including those cited by Yuan Mei. “A Woman from the Liang
Family” (Liang shi ni 3 [KZr 307-308) describes the titular
character’s descent into madness, apparently in punishment for
mistreating her step-children. Bang’e concludes, “Magistrate Qiu [t
of Baishui 7K [in Shaanxi [#PH] presided over this case, and once
told it to my late father.”

Where he mentions a story’s narrator, Bang’e often explicitly
states that the narrator told the story to him, Given the fact that these
stories were based on legends, some of which enjoyed wide currency,
it is not surprising that in some cases, Bang’e receives the legend
from more than one source. The legend “Baiping F#E” (219-24),
reflecting a man’s sexual anxiety, concerns a spirit who develops the
protagonist’s sexual prowess. The legend concludes, “Li Jishang 2
ZE told me part of this story, and I got the rest from Lai Guangian
TR T ' |

A number of legends that Bang’e groups thematically examine
beliefs in various supernatural phenomena. Bang’e credits his
classmate for the second of “The Return of the Soul” (Hui sha [H]#%
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170-74) series, reflecting the belief in spirits behaving this way. The
second of the “Night Star” (175) items, where an old woman catches
the fearsome “night star,” and burns it up, begins with Bang’'e’s
saying that when he lived in the Xian’an building, he heard his
classmate Long Junxing FEF B tell this story.

In his introductory remarks to his series “Strange Stories of the
Provincial Examination Hall” (159), Bang’e explains,

Several of my relatives served as Examination
Overseers, and when | asked them about it, they said that it
was not reckless talk. Here | record eight items to illustrate
the strangest things I heard.

In fact, Bang’e provides the names of those who told him
several of these stories. The first two stories (159-61) in this series
refer to a specific narrator (Chen Fuqing BEIEE), and the fourth
(162-66) closes by saying that it was told by Li Bose ZE{AEE about
his cousin Kang’s role in a tragic affair. The seventh of the series
(168-69) tells of how a scholar cheats a widow’s servant, causing the
latter’s suicide. Feeling guilty at the examination, the scholar writes
out a confession, and is presumed to have committed suicide himself,
although his corpse is found away from his beit, Witnesses crowd
around to copy his confession. The story concludes:

Mr. Ye Xingsan of Renhe {ZF0 [Hangzhou #,}{] atso
made a copy and often took it out to show people as a
warning against immoral behavior on the part of literati.

“The Beacon Tender” (Fengzi &+ 147) tells of a corpse
acting as a baleful influence, causing children who slept in the open to
lose their brains. Bang’e begins it by saying that when he was in
Yinjiang, he heard an official tell this story. He concludes it by saying
that “they say” that after the corpse was burnt, children did not suffer
from this problem again.

Other stories that people told Bang’e invelve encounters with
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ghosts or other spirits. “The Porcupine Spirit” (Wei jing 57) begins by
explaining the story was told to Bang’e by Hu Huiyan &g, a
nartator he also mentions as a narrator of a fox story. The end of this
story notes that Hu still has a piece of the porcupine’s skin, which he
shows to people. The titular character of “Zhang Bi” (133-36), a story
of an amorous encounter with wolf spirits, told it to Bang'e
personally in Jincheng ¥ (referring to the area north of the
Yellow River across from Lanzhou BN in Gansu H7f), when he
was a twenty-four-year-old Company Commander, getting sad
whenever he talked about it. The source of the story “Dummy White”
(Shabai {2 293-94) is a eunuch (again identified by his nickname)
who once told Bang’e he saw a strange person that no one else did;
his uncle told him not to talk about it, then died shortly afterwards.

A number of the stories told to Bang’e have a sexual element.
“A Certain Monk” (Mou seng {8 26) is a brief anecdote about a
handsome young monk who does not turn away offers of homosexual
affairs; shortly after his superior scolds him, he vanishes. Bang’e
begins the story by saying that Shi Mingjing G ##§% told it to him.

“Qian’er 85" is a love story about Qian’er &6 and her
cousin Jiang Cheng YL1& ; when a servant sees them Kissing, she
tells Qian’er’s mother, Unable to get a message to Jiang, Qian’er &
Ed commits suicide. Jiang meets Qian’er’s spirit at her grave, and has
sex with her. Accompanying him home, she tells him to rape the
servant who reported him and to put mud in her vulva. Later it turns
out Jiang did not physically return home. Finally Qian’er {&5d is
revived, and they get married. Bang’e says that the old man
Shangguan Zhou E'EJE, a good friend of Jiang’s father (and the
artist who told him “Xiu Lin™), once told it to him.

A few stories seem to have been local historical legends. “Ruan
Longguang [HrHER” (342-44) tells of a man who hears a group of
people talking under a tree, and just as he realizes they are the ghosts
of drowned people, he awakens. Afterwards, a boatman confirms
some of the details. When Ruan reached the capital, Bang’e heard
him tell the story this way himself.

“San Guanbao = E{#” (254-59) begins by noting that
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Bang’e’s friend Jing Junlu TEE$F told it to him. The titular
character is a handsome Manchu bannerman who enjoys competing
with others in feats of strength and endurance. However, when he
complains at the lack of opponents at a grave, a ghost beats him and
he loses all taste for fighting. Thus the legend could explain a
fighter’s retreat from the ring.

The legend “Qian Xia 588" (74-78) opens with a note that a
certain Li Jin Z=5§§l, stationed in the Fujian i@ZE area, told it to
Bang’e. Later the legend states that having grown up in the household
of Geng Jingzhong FA¥EE (a Han rebel executed by the Manchus in
1682), the titular character is able to reveal Geng’s secrets to her
relatives. An unidentified narrator (possibly Bang’e himself) claims
that he has recorded these incidents, which show Geng in a negafive
light, as a “dirty history of the feudatory rebel.”

In a few cases, Bang’e hears the story directly or indirectly from
participants. The titular character in “Hong Youyi HLHIZE” (25-26) is
repaid for releasing small fry that he catches: when he later falls into
the river, a river spirit gives him a pearl in return; he uses it to gamble
and win a fortune. Bang’e concludes,

“When 1 was in Jingyuan #53% [in Gansu H ],
Hong’s grandson was already fifty years old, and was still
a wealthy old man,”

This suggests that Bang’e heard the story either from the
grandson or from other local sources.

Bang’e claims to have heard several fox stories from witnesses.
In one case, he meets a woman who was obsessed by a fox spirit. The
titular character of “Wu Zhe” (290-91) hears two men speaking, and
realizes that they are obsessing his patron’s daughter, he attacks them;
they flee and the young woman is cured. Bang’e concludes the story,

The daughter is still alive, and over forty years of age.
When I was in Liangzhou {5/}, I often saw her.
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He begins “The Little Hand” (Xiao shou 7z 57-59) “Mr. Hai,
from my uncle’s family (on my mother’s side) liked Tacism . .. .”
Hai prays to a fox; when his friends want to see it (apparently, it is
invisible), it shows a little hand. Later it warns him, and gives him
money. “Su Zhongfen” (33-37) is a legend telling of a scholar’s affair
with a supernatural beauty. Ultimately, he dies. At the end of the story,
Bang’e writes that Li Gaoyu ZEE 1, who served with Su, was

conversant with this affair, and told him all about it. Writing as
Nizhai [JFE, he says,

When one looks at what Zhongfen met, some may say it
was a ghost; [ strongly argue that it was a fox.

In a few stories, Bang’e records the specific circumstances in
which he has heard the story. In his own preface to this book, which
seems to be just what he calls it—Casual Records of Night Talks—he
says that he has talked about such topics while drinking at night with
his friends. What he says in several stories further corroborates that
telling such stories at night was a common program of evening
entertainment. Similarly, Zou Tao claims that when Pu Songling
solicited the stories, it was by offering passers-by tea and tobacco
(6.13a).

Bang’e does not always clarify whether he has heard these
legends directly or not. “The Old Cake Seller” (Maibing weng B}
#5; 30-32) tells of a young man who turns down the titular character’s
invitation, only to meet him years later, and find that he has lost a
chance at immortality.

Until today, at the side of the wine cups or the tea stove,
he brings it up to tell those close to him.

At the beginning of “The Coal Seller” (Shimei ren 317-18),
Bang’e explains that in 1773, chatting with a relative who is a general,
Bang’e notices a porter’s body is covered with scars, and asks why.
Waiting until he has warmed wine and set out snacks, the general tells
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the story to Bang’e. It seems the porter had sought shelter in a hut
where he fled what he believed was a ghost, injuring himself in his
escape.

Many of the legends that Bang’e has heard and recorded concern
foxes. At the end of his preface to “Miscellaneous Notes” (102),
Bang’e explains:

I happened to speak with several of my classmates
about the weirdness of foxes, and choosing the most
unusual items, recorded them.

Then Bang’e lists the various narrators, including the host, Liu
Zilai B)%3% (Liu Yudong 2 H), as well as Ju Muzhou %
and Hu Huiyan §3J§ig8 (the narrator of “The Porcupine Spirit”). As
they talked about foxes, Bang’e told the story of “Miss Red” (Hong
Guniang FT4L4R; 37-39), which they all thought was odd.

The third item in this series (106-108) begins:

Ju Muzhou ¥g5EFE loved fox stories, and had so many
that I was unable to record them all. The strangest one
made us laugh.

The legend describes a Taoist by the name of Ding T who
believes that he is tempted by a vulpine seductress. Bang’e concludes,

When in Qin Z&, Ju was a good friend of Ding’s, and
heard him tell it like this himself,

Not all stories of foxes are part of this “Miscellaneous Notes”
series. “Scholar Qiu” (Qiu sheng 4 187-199), a long story of an
encounter with foxes, begins with an attribution to Lai Guangian ¥§
T of Liancheng &b (Fujian f@Z), who says in his home area,
there was an examination candidate named Qiu. The story ends,
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Guangian ftraveled with him, and was thoroughly
familiar with this affair, and under the lamplight in the
autumn night, told it to me in detail.

Another story of foxes suggests a local legend. The legend
“Xiangyun” (15-23) tells of a boatman, Qiao, who marries the
daughter of a family that turns out to be foxes. At the end of the story,
Bang’e writes that he heard about it in 1750, when he was
accompanying his grandfather from Shaanxi to the Fujian-Zhejiang
area. As he was drinking with the boatmen one night and they were
telling strange stories, they told this one, and pointing to a boat on the
river, said it belonged to the Qiao family. Bang’e heard stories like
this or “A Certain Assistant Prefect” (Mou cui ¥ #; 69-74),
connected with river travel, in the course of his travels,

Finally, the story “Lu Gui [EEE” (216-19) offers an insight into
the genesis of many of these stories. Beginning by explaining Lu is a
friend of Bang’e’s, it tells of Lu’s following a monk from the temple
where he is staying to a moon-viewing party. Lu’s decision is
motivated partly by suspicion over the monk’s behavior, but also
because,

If he were to see something, afterwards it would help
give him material to talk about when his friends got
together before the flowers and beneath the moon.

Even in the middle of his vision, Lu believes that recounting
what he has witnessed will give him something to talk about when he
joins his friends at evening parties. The gathering of the monk and his
companions is rudely interrupted, and Lu finds himself on the temple
steps, but

It was not a dream, but a delusive transfortnation that
seemed like a dream.

Afterwards, Lu discovers that a hunter has caught several
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animals, which correspond to the members of the party he watched in
the moonlight. The narrator—presumably Lu himself, but possibly
Bang’e—insists that what Lu has experienced is not a dream, but a
delusive transformation (huanhua %J4t) caused by the creatures.
While traditionally the Chinese believed that dreams were
communications with the supernatural world and that animals with
special powers were able to delude human beings by transforming
themselves, modern readers may take this to mean that Lu dreamed
the story. Significantly, this suggests that dreams or fantasies often
provided the basis for the legends.

Another narrator whom Bang’e repeatedly cites is his friend En
Maoxian, who tells some of the stories to him, comments upon others,
and apparently even presented some in writing. “Lihua” (11-15) tells
of the discovery of a man who is disguised as a servant girl. The
masquerade began when his poor family sold him as a child and is not
detected until a member of the family’s retinue sees him urinating. It
is this witness who tells the story to En Maoxian over wine. It is also
En Maoxian who brings wine and crabs to Bang’e one autumn night,
and recounts “Will o’ the Wisp.” As he and Bang’e talk about ghosts,
En tells of the boy possessed by a ghost,

Several stories appended to others in the text are credited to En
Maoxian, including a brief anecdote added after the eighth story of
“Strange Stories of the Provincial Examination Hall” (169-70). After
“Old Mouth Zhang” (Zhang Laozui JEEME; 138-39) about a man
who eats a chicken that first appears to him as a huge head, En adds a
brief anecdote about another gourmet who takes the congealed blood
he finds on his bed, stir-fries it and eats it. It ends, “They say it tasted
like pig’s blood.”

The titular character in “Weird Huang” (Gui Huang &% 60-
62), a Taoist, uses his access to the occult arts to debauch girls of
good family. Daiguan ¥{'E, a handsome young bisexual man,
ingratiates himself with Huang 72 and learns his magic, but before
he can use it to seduce his teacher’s wife and concubine, Daiguan ¥t
' is surprised by hunters who rape him and the women. (Clearly
homosexuality was not practiced simply for lack of heterosexual
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partners, as Wang Yigong et al. contend.) This leads to the exposure
of Huang’s nefarious deeds, and he is arrested and beaten, his women
sold. Later Daiguan #{E is rumored to have become a Taoist priest.

En Maoxian takes this story as proof of the reality of retribution
and adds a story of his own, about a nearsighted man who is fond of
teasing women: after he encourages his rowdy friend to take the shoe
from the foot of a woman sitting in a carriage, they pass the woman’s
shoe and sock around; it is only when he returns home that the
nearsighted lecher finds that it was his own wife whom he caused to
be humiliated. Maoxian concludes with a moral commentary to the
effect that Heaven’s punishment is in proportion to the deed, and
inevitable.

Finally, he appends an anecdote to “Regional Commander Jin”
(Jin Zongbing ¥ fc 347-49), Bang’e’s story of a baleful fish
whose depredations end when the titular character catches it and eats
it. En’s long anecdote begins by explicitly saying that Bang’e told it
to him. It concerns Bang’e’s grandfather, who intimidated the god of
hail into stopping hail and the city god (in charge of rain) into ending
a drought, actions for which the grateful people erected a tablet
honoring him.

Unless further research can establish otherwise, we must take at
face value the mention of such sources. Critics may protest that
citations of such narrators are merely part of the author’s fiction,
which he is presenting as pseudo-history. If this is the case, then he
should refer to such narrators for the majority of the stories, instead of
Jjust one-sixth of the total. Although Bang’e provides sources for some
legends but omits them for the majority, the similarities of content
between these credited categories and the uncredited majority are
greater than the differences. Moreover, if we may use names, dates,
and events that Bang’e mentions in the stories to establish facts about
his life, and if some of the stories explicitly refer to actual historical
figures (such as Geng Jingzhong and Shangguan Zhou), surely we
must accept these references to narrators as referring to actual
people.®
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Belief

The author’s citation of sources demonstrates he has not
invented the content, but it does not necessarily prove that he believed
in it. Nonetheless, in only a few cases does Bang’e display a skeptical
attitude. In “The Coal-sellet,” after escaping from what he believed
was a haunted hut, the coal-seller discovers the body of a suicide
there. He also finds that his body is covered with wounds. Others say
these have been caused by his hasty escape. Bang’e adds, “When I
first heard it, I greatly wondered at it, and then we ltaughed aloud at
it,” possibly because there is nothing supernatural about the
experience—it was no more than the coal-seller’s paranoia.

However, there is evidence that judged by Chinese standards of
the day, the material was generally believable. For instance, “Clam
Breath” (Shenqi B3 59) is a brief description of mirage explained
as caused by the eponymous clam. This explanation might sound like
imaginative fiction, yet traditionally the Chinese explained mirages as
caused by clams.

Similarly, the legend of “Luoji #&¥#%,” concerning the trip to an
island of fabulous wealth, harks back to earlier records. In some
earlier versions of these stories, the visitors are pirates who meet an
omniscient resident who advises them to relinquish their plunder of
the island, and warns them of misfortune. By contract, in “Lucji ¥
I&,” the spirit encourages the visitors to keep the treasure, and its
prediction is not of disaster, but of a way to return to civilization.

On the other hand, we have already discussed “Lihua,” which
describes events that might have happened. Similarly, “Twins”
{(Luansheng 44 294-96) tells of a pair of identical twins so similar
that even their own families cannot tell them apart. When the elder’s
suspicions are aroused through his belief that his son resentbles his
brother, and the younger’s are arcused when his wife paints a picture
that he believes resembles his elder brother, the brothers insist on
going to court to sort out this trouble. Bang’e writes:

What is most different in the world is the human face.
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But twin children are entirely the same without any
differences; this is how the creator occasionally reveals its
art. To go to court on account of this is what is strange.*

This too is something that might have occurred. While the
inclusion of such material does not necessarily mean the writer and
the audience believed the entire text, it suggests that they could have
leaned in that direction. Similarly, the role of thunder in several of
Bang’e’s legends corresponds to thunder lore found in other works,
including “Mending a Man.” “The Taoist with Two Top-knots™
(Shuang ji daoren 339-42) tells of two sisters struck dead by thunder
after conspiring to rebel. In “Dragon Transformation” (Longhua fgqt.
23-24), a brief anecdote about an ancient sword that attracts a black
thing during a thunderstorm, someone says that this was a dragon’s
transformation, and an unidentified commentator says, “[1] think this
ought to have been the case.” Thunder searching out insects or
dragons is a common Chinese belief,

Although in his preface to the anthology Bang’e alludes to
Taoism, a fairly small proportion of the stories refer to Taoism. By
their very nature, foxes such as those in “The Little Hand” and
“Xiangyun” are involved with Taoism. Moreover, “Lii Qi SEL”
refers to pills that confer long life, and others, including “The Old
Cake Seller” and “Yi the Fifth” both tell of encounters with Taoists or
immortals. Writing as Nizhai, Bang’e appends a discussion of the
Taoist principle of relativity to the story “Scholar Song,” showing his
belief in Taoism.

“Chai the Fourth” (Chai si %8P 286-89) also reveals such a
belief. The titular character falls into a well and enters a world where
he meets immortals impressed by his donkey, a creature they have
never seen. Unfortunately, when they discover his cruelty to animals
(he is a sheep seller), they cancel his marriage to their daughter,
keeping his donkey. Writing as Nizhai, Bang’e shows his belief that
Taoism owes something to Confucian principles:

Falling into a dry well and entering Heaven, Chai’s lot
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was suitable for his becoming an immortal. But because of
his selling sheep, he immediately lost his immortal status,
and returned to this mortal world, cut off: sheep-sellers
may take it as a warning! Now the Sage said that the
inventor of burial figures deserved not to have descendants,
for it was not the idea of a benevolent person. How much
the more selling sheep for two generations—is the lack of
benevolence not great? The ancients were careful in
choosing their unemployment. In planning one’s career,
the possibilities are exceedingly numerous, so why do
people insist on being fishermen, hunters, or butchers? As
to this, Chai would have been better off being the ass,

Although Chai had the chance to become an immortal, it was
ruined because of his calling. Similarly, Confucius is supposed to
have opposed burial figures as lacking in benevolence, which led
people of ancient time to choose their calling with care. Chai’s
choice—and that of his father—was so unfortunate, he would have
been better off being the donkey, which stayed in Heaven, .

Similarly, Bang’e records legends of tigers reminiscent of other
legends dating back at least as far as the Tang. This resemblance with
legends that earlier people believed were true suggests that Bang’e
accepted them as fact,

The titular character in “Xue Qi” (140} kills ninety-nine tigers,
and wants to kill a hundredth in order to boil its bones to make tiger
balm. Even though it is white, suggesting a magical nature, he goes
after it, only to be caught himself by the animal. Shot at, it leaves, so
he swears off killing tigers, and their depredations stop. Similarly, in
earlier times, officials who refused to kill tigers paradoxically found
that their decision resulted in less trouble from tigers.”

In “Chen Bao Temple” (Chen Bao ci §i&inl; 39-41), after a
tiger carries off a servant of Du Yang’s, Du happens upon a family
who ask him to marry their daughter, warning him about their cousin
Feng. After Du argues with Feng, his father-in-law sadly warns him
to leave, He awakens to find himself at Chen Bao Temple. (One
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explanation of Chen Bao is that it is the spirit of a pheasant hen that
appeared to those who were to become hegemons). When Du Yang
1[5 tells his uncle of the encounter, the latter explains that this is
Du’s repayment for setting a pheasant hen free; since they are mere
merchants, rather than become a hegemon, he can only hope for
wealth. (Subsequentty Du becomes wealthy, and repairs the temple.)
He also explains that Feng 3 is a name tigers adopt after the story
of Envoy Feng, which he says is found in Guangyi ji BEEELEL.
Although there is no evidence that the story is from the Tang dynasty
anthology,’® given Bang’e’s identification of Tang sources as at least
possibly believable, this legend could have seemed realistic to him.

“Zhou Yan” (292-93) is the legend of a bad-tempered man
whom a Taoist warns will change back into the tiger from which he
has been transformed if he does not improve his temper and take
some Taoist medicine. Zhou wants to be true to his nature until he
starts to physically metamorphose. Then he changes his ways. The
natrator tells us that Lin Yudong FIF W of Guizhu &1f (Guiyang
BE) told this. Although this might appear to be a metaphorical
explanation of Zhou Yan’s evil temper, the resemblance with other
legends of weretigers suggests it is no metaphor, and that his terrible
temper could actually cause him to metamorphose.™

Many narratives dating to the Tang dynasty or pertaining to that
time show that the Chinese believed in the magical nature of poetty,
They believed that poets communicated with the spirits, often
speaking to the spirits (imany of whom were female), sometimes as if
in prayer, but sometimes arousing their wrath.”® Perhaps it is Bang’e’s
identification with that time that encourages him to record several
such legends.

In “Lotus Flowers” (Ouvhua 87t 349-52), the scholar Song
writes a poem to the flowers, which appear to him in human form so
that they can enjoy a love affair with him. When his friend breaks off
a piece of one of the flowers, Song recites a Buddhist verse to save
her, but she ultimately dies. Afterwards, Song writes an elegy to the
flower spirits. In the allusive “The Yangzhou Scholar,” after visiting
the templie dedicated to Xiang Yii (232-202 B. C.), a scholar criticizes
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him, and then writes a poem ridiculing the hero, only to later dream
his leg is broken, and his tongue is pulled out. He awakens with a
fimp and an injured tongue.

According to “Xiugv” (271-78), Tian meets a group of ladies,
including Xiugu, to whom he writes poetry that the story quotes.
Significantly, she likes sad poetry. Tian leaves, and when he returns
he finds only graves. En Maoxian was a friend of a son of the family
and brought back the poems to show his friends, so Bang’e saw them.
This suggests that poetry about a supernatural experience could be
conflated with the legend. (Note that in “Lihua,” Maoxian writes a
poem about Lihua FU{E to the latter’s master.)

In other remarks that Bang’e records, he expresses the kinds of
belief that modern critics would dismiss as superstition. The
introductory remarks to the series “Strange Stories of the Provincial
Examination Hall” (159-170) show that Bang’e tends towards belief
in the supernatural phenomenon of retribution.

Strange occurrences of retribution are found
everywhere, but those seen in the provincial examination
hall are especially clear. Someone said, the night before
the second-degree graduates are to enter the examination
grounds, the responsible official summons the ghosts and
spirits, wearing his formal dress and with utmost sincerity,
inviting spirits with a red banner, summoning the late
relatives with a blue banner, and attracting grateful or
resentful ghosts with a black banner. Once they have been
summoned, banners of these three colors are planted at the
four corners of the Tower of Distant Clarity, and the lictots
would welcome the spirits, calling out “Those who were
wronged take revenge, Those who harbor enmity take
revenge,” so that weird events are often seen on the
examination grounds, and the more they happen, the
weirder they get.

Bang’e begins by revealing that while there are many anecdotes
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about retribution, he is especially impressed by those that oceur in the
examination hall. He explains he has heard of a custom connected
with the civil service examination, where an official summons the
spirits, inviting them to avenge themselves of wrongs committed
against them by any of the candidates. (The Tower of Distant Clarity
also serves as a place from which proctors were to watch out for
cheaters). Other Chinese sources porfray men sitting for the
examinations as fearing the vengeance from the ghosts of women
they had betrayed or seduced.”’

The Return of the Soul

Indeed, a haif-dozen times in his book, Bang’e presents stories
grouped like this under thematic headings, and often preceded by
introductory remarks that suggest his belief in the phenomenon. “The
Return of the Soul” concerns customs that are supposed fo help deal
with the return of the souls of the dead to the family.

Bang’e’s introduction (170-71) to this group runs:

The belief that people’s souls return after they die is
especially popular in the capital. Sometimes entire familtes
leave to avoid them, and even the great noble families
leave the rooms, going to another place, calling it “hiding
from the body.” When the time comes, the custom is to
sweep out the room the deceased lived in, and dust the
Kang i and the floor with ashes; whatever is made of
copper or iron should be sealed up with white paper, as
they worry the ghosts fear such things. In addition, at the
head of the bed they set up a little stand, and on the stand
place a cup of spirits and several boiled chicken eggs,
lighting a lamp and locking the door, The next day, they
open the door, making noise with iron implements, and
examine the ashes on the ground for any kind of traces of
chicken steps, tiger paws, horse hooves, or snake
undulations—they will all be of one kind. Generally the
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traces appear depending on the sign of the deceased. To
divine the severity of their crimes, they say that if it is a
crime punishable by cangue, the traces are light, and if is
punishable by rope, the traces are heavy. Any plants,
chickens, or dogs that meet with the ghosts shrivel up and
die. What has become the custom through practice
influences people, and even the virtuous cannot escape.
This is what is called leading each other becoming a
custom: it is so secure that it cannot be broken. Indeed, the
principle of it is not necessarily totally false; perhaps the
dead have consciousness, and return to examine what they
love.

Bang’e begins by attributing this belief to others, and goes on to
explain how even wealthy families decamp to avoid the return of dead
souls. He then explains how they make offerings to the dead spirits,
as well as preparations to help them determine the fate of the dead
person. The dangerous nature of the dead person’s spirit is attested to
by the fact that not only does the family leave when the spirit is
scheduled to return, but that when it visits, it causes hiving things to
die.

Bang’e’s attitude seems to be one of skepticism, seeing this as a
custom that affects even those whose virtue should give them courage
to ignore ghosts. However, he concludes that the principle of the dead
having consciousness and returning to visit their relatives might be
true,

The last three of the anecdotes that follow (173-74) are
concerned with accounts of those who have witnessed the
phenomenon. According to the second anecdote of the series (171-72),
Bang’e’s classmate tells him of how preparations were not made after
the tutor of his relative’s family died, and he saw an apparition. The
tutor conceded that one cannot totally dismiss the belief in returning
souls, and the classmate counts himself lucky that he escaped
unharmed.

Bang’e reveals a still greater tendency to believe in his reaction
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to the first anecdote of the series (171). Soon after telling Bang’e of
how he laughed at the custom, his friend dies. Bang’e’s reaction is,
“When it was told to me, I did not believe it was reckless talk.” For
critics who pounce on Bang’e’s use of the word “reckless” (wang &)
as an ironic sign fo be interpreted as rock-solid proof that he means
the contrary of what he says, one can only reply that his use of this
word here and at the end of a number of other stories is without
reference to his preface, and is indeed casual.

Conclusion

We should not assume that Bang’e and his readership were
agnostic skeptics just because of our own modern faith in scientific
dogma. To paraphrase Bang’e, what has become the custom through
practice influences people, and even the intelligent cannot escape. In
traditional China, the omnipresence of what seems by the standards of
scientific skepticism to be crass superstition influenced even literate
scholars.

Bang’e’s references to earlier works suggest that he believed
they were more or less factual, and his own preface he baldly states
that he has recorded what others have told him. Similarly, variants to
Yetan suilu legends recorded in Zi bu yu show that Yuan Mei adopted
some of his material from Yeran suilu. Moreover, remarks that Bang’e
appends to his stories refer to the circumstances of recording the
stories, which involved hearing them from friends. Finally, En
Maoxian’s assertions about the truth of some of the stories
demonstrates that at least one member of Bang’e’s audience believed
that the stories were factual. Since legends are stories heard from
others that the narrator and his audience accept as factual, all of this
demonstrates that the stories in Yeran swilu, like those in Ywewei
caofang biji, are legends rather than creative fiction, The evidence
suggests that the stories in Zi by yu were also such legends; only
further research can show if the stories in other collections, such
Ligozhai zhiyi, were also legends.
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