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SIMPLIFIED Chronology of Chinese Dynasties
with SELECTED Reign Periods

Dynasty Dates Notes

Shang ca. 1600-1046 bce Earliest dynasty with archaeological
evidence

Zhou 1046-256 bce

Qin 221-206 bce Firstuni ed imperial dynasty

Han 206 bce-220ce Former Han (206 bce—-9 ce) and

Later Han (25-220 ce)

ree Kingdoms 220-80 Also known as the Six Dynasties Period
(220-589)
Jin 265-420
Southern and 420-589
Northern
Dynasties
Sui 581-618
Tang 618-907
Song 960-1279 Northern Song (960-1127) and
Southern Song (1127-1279)
Yuan 1271-1368 Mongol empire
Ming 1368-1644
Hongwu 1368-98
Yongle 1403-24
Xuande 1426-35
Zhengtong  1436-49
Chenghua 1465-87
Hongzhi 1488-1505
Zhengde 1506-21
Jiajing 1522-66
Longging 1567-72



Wanli 1573-1620
Chongzheng 1628-44

Qing 1644-1911 Manchu dynasty
Shunzhi 1644-61
Kangxi 1662-1722

Yongzheng  1723-35
Qianlong 1736-95
Jiaging 1796-1820
Daoguang 1821-50
Xianfeng 1851-61
Tongzhi 1862-74
Guangxu 1875-1908
Xuantong 1909-11

x /  Chronology of Dynasties
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Introduction

A man washed his hands with water owing down from the
eaves of his house. Suddenly he felt something penetrate his n-
gernail. It looked like a hair or a thread. He was unable to stretch
or exhis nger, and that was when he realized the cause was a
hidden dragon. Dr. Shi Cangyong said that the formularies had
no record of such a problem, but if he were to grind dung beetle
and apply it to his nger, he could avoid being struck by thun-
der. He did as he was told and then thunder and  re entwined
his body, so he hastily took a needle and pricked his nger.
Something leapt out of his nger, and he avoided calamity.
—Systematic Compendium of Materia Medica, 1596

Presumably, the doctor in the example above used dung beetles to e ect the
cure because they share, with dragons, an association with thunder, believed
at the time to be the force in storms that caused damage and death. e beetle
was used topically to avoid injuring the patient when thunder struck. is
account, fantastical though it may seem to the modern reader, seemed credi-
ble to Li Shizhen (1518-93), who included it in his monumental, authoritative
work of natural history, Systematic Compendium of Materia Medica (Bencao
gangmu; herea er Systematic Compendium). e Systematic Compendium
is so much more than an encyclopedia of natural history. It is also an ency-
clopedia of literature in that it quotes from more than a thousand literary
sources from the preceding two millennia.  ese sources, drawn from every
genre, served as evidence about the world and everything in it Li Shizhen
took his knowledge from all strata of historical Chinese society; beggars, con-
victs, monks, priests, physicians, scholars, dukes and emperors were equally
acknowledged as contributors.?

Li had found this story in Medical Explanations (Yishuo), a Southern Song
(1127-1279) collection of “brush notes” (biji), a loosely de ned genre 0 en



cataloged as “miscellany” or “ ction” by twentieth-century bibliographers
and literary taxonomists. Medical Explanations in turn quoted this case from
the Northern Song (960-1127) collection of brush notes Assembled Records
om the Literary World (Hanyuan congji). Readers encountering this story
in any of these texts likely found it as probable as Li did, given the widely
held belief that dragons both cause and respond to rain, that they can trans-
form into myriad creatures and sizes, that they o en cause catastrophic wind
and ood damage, and that they can act like parasites, hibernating in the
human body until called upon by heaven, or thunder, to emerge and do its
bidding.  at they might accidentally invade the body and be drawn out by
thunder—something believed to roust bugs and snakes from hibernation in
spring—was a sensible extension of known properties. s sort of invasion
and extraction was commonplace, according to Xie Zhaozhe (1567-1624),
author of the 1616 collection on natural history Five Miscellanies (Wuzazu).
Xie writes that dragons can roust the thunder that strikes people, or people
can be hit by thunder rising out of the ground.  ose struck are either being
punished by heaven or simply unfortunately in its path. Misbehaving dragons
also fear thunder, though, and 0 en ee into people’s homes, hiding in walls,
in human ears and noses, even in cows’ horns.*
ese sources were authoritative, although Five Miscellanies was banned
in the Qianlong period (1735-95) for its portrayal of Manchu “barbarians.”
ey quoted from other sources and rei ed the information found there.
Casual and experienced readers likely took them at face value. What made
these anomalous accounts entertaining was their plausibility, their slight,
uncanny distance from common knowledge, and their elaboration on and
extension of known properties without destroying credulity. Xie’s account
squares neatly with the veri ed truth of authoritative texts such as the Sys-
tematic Compendium. Early newspapers and periodicals of the late nineteenth
century reported stories that borrowed liberally from those collections and
from the common knowledge that su used them. Consider this report from
aJuly 1877 issue of the Shanghai newspaper Shenbao:

roughout history, it has been said that dragons could hide in the

eye or under a person’s ngernail, but | still cannot fully believe this.
Now last month, in Yangzhou there was a rumor circulating widely
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about a scholar named Yu Xiu, whose le arm suddenly swelled
unusually. It was as thick as a bowl with a wriggling red thread in it.
On the eighth there was a big storm with ashes of lightning and
crashes of thunder, and suddenly a dragon broke through the tumor
and ew away. Isn't that amazing! We have heard many stories about
how the dragon hibernates. How is it that they o en hibernate in the
human body? isis truly incomprehensible. | have not yet known
awestern scholar who could explain to me the sense of these two
ma ers—the thunderbolts of Hankou and the ying dragons of
Yangzhou. May they use their clarity to educate me!®

In Observing the Unseen, | seek to know how literate and marginally lit-
erate people in early modern China understood their world, especially the
unseen world, or aspects of the world that are overlooked, tiny, distant, or
conceptual. e sixteenth century to the late nineteenth century was a period
of increasing literacy that featured the proliferation of all kinds of books and
agreat variety of readers. Increasing weight was given to empirical evidence,
but texts, even very old texts, still held sway when it came to investigating
the world. In this period, how did one investigate the forces undergirding
technology, or the weather, or properties of drugs, behavior of animals, the
movement of stars, the structure of time, or fate?

Records of the Unseen

Readers 0 eninterrogated texts to learn about the world, and many of those
texts were designed to teach, but curious readers also mined entertainment
literature for information about the natural world. | use the term “entertain-
ment literature” to refer to xiaoshuo in the form of novels and short stories,
printed plays, and texts that seem designed or marked to entertain the reader
with their stories or literary qualities, but they also beguiled with the kinds
of information they transmi ed. Xiaoshuo is frequently translated as“ ction,”
but that is an invention of modern bibliographers and does not accurately
describe the wide range of problematic genres that were dumped into that
category because they did not easily t elsewhere. Or as Ling Hon Lam
writes,“ eterm ction isyetanother strategy (a most recent one) to delimit
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the unpredictable nature of xiaoshuo.”® Consider this 1880 advertisement in
Shenbao for a new printing of the novel Flowers in the Mirror (Jinghua yuan):
“Although one talks of xiaoshuo as ‘small talk by minor o cials, this one
truly has the ability to enhance one’s spirit and knowledge [zhi].”" Xiaoshuo,
among other things, contained knowledge, knowledge that was believed by
bibliographers to be unimportant, marginal, trivial, unreliable, or unveri ed.
Not so for readers.

Practical literature, including medical texts, encyclopedias, almanacs, and
guidebooks, was designed to educate and inform, and so too were local and
court histories, gaze eers, and newspapers that recorded natural disasters,
omens, and unexplained phenomena. But entertainment literature—novels,
anecdotes (zhiguai, chuangi), and brush notes created primarily to amuse
and beguile, also conveyed information about the natural world. Many texts
of the entertainment and epistemic kinds contained or inspired commentar-
ies, appendices, supplements, or sequels that weighed in on the veracity of
information contained in the text.  ese discourses on the literal margins of
texts also contained debates on the margins of elite discourse. | hope that
Observing the Unseen, by drawing on connections between epistemic and
entertainment texts, will advance a more robust understanding of how an
increasingly literate population in early modern China perceived and expe-
rienced the invisible and therefore perplexing aspects of the natural world.

Parts of the natural world were, of course, fascinating and scary. Observing
the Unseen examines the curious in context, revealing fears of both people
and practices (magical poison, secret medical practices) along the borders
of an expanding empire and foreign curiosities that penetrated its urban
centers. It also seeks to understand how things were investigated and envi-
sioned when they lacked visual context, either because they were everywhere
(water, wind, life), nowhere (the future), rarely seen (dragons, rainbows), or
seen only through their e ects (thunder). is book is about reading, visual-
izing, and envisioning.

is book builds on one of the primary theses in my book Novel Medicine,
that while authors wrote in particular genres (some of them, like biji, decid-
edly lacking distinctive generic markers), many readers disregarded generic
distinctions when gathering information about the world. Scholars in recent
years have discussed how ction was conceived di erently in China than in
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the West, and that none of the terms for various narrative entertainments in
Chinese, like xiaoshuo, are rendered meaningfully into English by the word
“ ction” Readers found real information in every genre, and authors fre-
quently demonstrated the breadth of their knowledge by quoting or discuss-
ing texts of every genre in their novels, compendia, and published jo ings.

Visualizing the Unseen

A series of images that encode some of the major themes of this book are pre-
served in a seventeenth-century illustrated edition of China’s “most popular
love comedy.”® Printsof “ e Story of the Western Wing” (Xixiang ji banhua) was
compiled by Min Qiji (1580-1662?) and published in 1640. Each illustration
corresponds to one of the twenty scenes in the Yuan dynasty play by Wang
Shifu (ca. 1250-1300). | imagine that anyone living in a big city in the late
Ming dynasty (1368-1644) would have heard of this play, if not seen it. e
plot of the love story between Zhang Sheng and Cui Yingying was common
knowledge. But the story was also real in its potentially dangerous e ects, as
numerous accounts claimed that readers were in danger of pining away under
its in uence®  at the play was based on a story from a few centuries earlier
that claimed to be autobiographical might have contributed to its popularity.*®
e Story of the Western Wing begins with Zhang Sheng, a young scholar on his
way to the capital to the imperial civil service examination. While staying at the
Monastery of Universal Salvation, he falls in love with Cui Yingying, who is
lodging there too, with her mother and maidservant. Zhang Sheng’s machina-
tions save everyone in the monastery when it is besieged by banditsa racted to
Yingying’s beauty. A er these events, the love story unfolds. Yingying’s mother
had publicly pledged that she would marry her to Zhang Sheng in return for
saving the monastery, but she later recants, plunging the lovers into despair.
A long and secret courtship ensues. With the help of the maidservant, Hong-
niang, Zhang and Yingying communicate, exchange poems, and eventually
consummate their love. Yingying’s mother discovers their liaison and, to hide
the disgrace, reluctantly agrees to their marriage. She imposesa nal condition
that Zhang rst succeed in the civil service examinations.*
e prints of the play’s scenes are pictures inside of pictures that point
simultaneously to the play’s fantastical dreaminess and its ubiquity and
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mundanity. Most prints in the collection portray scenes from the play on
objects d’art—pots, screens, mirrors.  ese objects are exquisite but com-
mon in real life, and the scenes on them are well known—fantastical and
possibly true. Many of these objects allude to double meanings—a lantern
that projects shadows, double screens, dressing mirrors, and so on.*? Real
objects commonly depicted scenes from this or other plays, so the prints are
realistic in that regard. One print depicts a scene acted out by puppeteers,
with unused props and puppets hanging on the side of the stage.  is print
highlights the story’s layered textual and performance histories and its con-
structedness. But this picture is also extremely real, capturing a practice of
daily life that would have been a familiar street scene in all its detail.

Especially relevant for this study is a print that depicts a dream that Zhang
Sheng has while traveling to the capital to take the exams. In the dream,
Yingying appears at the inn where Zhang is staying and explains in song
that she could not bear being separated from him and has run away from the
monastery in the middle of the night. Alone and with bound feet, she made
her way to him so they could journey together. Zhang marvels at her intre-
pidity. He sings about his tender feelings and his determination never to be
separated from her again. Suddenly, the same gang of bandits from earlier in
the play storms onto the stage and demand that the girl be handed over to
them. Zhang Sheng is disconcerted, and Yingying, in a tone of commanding
authority, tells him to leave this to her. She then opens the door of the inn
and confronts the bandits herself, scolding them with perfect self-control and
authority. e bandits snatch her and take her away, leaving the stage. Zhang
Sheng wakes up suddenly, exclaiming, “Ya! So it was only in a dream!” From
this point until the end of the act, Zhang Sheng’s perception of what exactly
is a dream is never clear, and the verses he sings are most ambiguous. When
dawn breaks, he continues his journey to the capital with his young servant,
amid a sense of irremediable loss.?

Of particular interest here is that the print presents the dream as spewed
forth by a giant clam in the sea. Such clam motifs were also emblazoned on
po ery; everyone knew that clam dragons/demons (discussed in more detail
in chapter six), produced cities over the sea with their gi.  ese cities per-
haps were illusions or glimpses of a hidden reality (for now, we will call them
“mirage”) but the thing that made them was real, and so was its gi. Images from
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Fig. L. A giant clam (shen), a subspecies of dragon, creates a mirage representing
an alternate or future reality dreamed by Zhang Sheng in this image from the
illustrated edition of the famous play Story of the Western Wing. Xixiang ji banhua,
Cologne Historical Archives. h ps://www.kulturelles-erbe-koeln.de/documents
/0hj/05161815.

a play that were motifs on porcelain, or subjects of scrutiny in public theater,
were like these cities in that they could be either real or imaginary. Min Qiji
adopted for “mirage” the same artistic motifs as many did to portray dream—
curly, swirling lines that are usually shown emanating from the dreamer’s head
and containing the dream itself. Zhang Sheng’s dream is here an artifact of the
natural world, something that has been moved from possible future to alter-
nate reality. e subjects of investigation in this book were not discreet; they
gestured at the underpinnings of the world in di erent, entwined ways.

Observing the Unseen

Observing is a kind of paying a ention, of watching carefully or noticing
detail. But it is also an act of perception, of becoming aware of something.
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In the early modern period, nothing was observed, investigated, and debated
as much as the information transmi ed in texts. Information—data that
have been given context and meaning—is found in texts explicitly designed
to transmit it, as well as in a range of epistemic forms that in the Ming and
Qing (1644-1911) dynasties included information on how to pass the exams,
predict the future, build a house, behave in a brothel, sow crops, paint, write
poetry, read the stars, raise children, and so on. Some texts were explicitly
didactic or explanatory—the encyclopedia, the textbook, the guidebook,
and compendia—while others simply described the world, thereby helping
readers to locate themselves in it.

e taxonomic imagination broke objects down into component parts
and grouped things together that shared the most important of those com-
ponents. Components were sometimes names—words or parts of words.
Origins were essential, especially for categorizing medicinal herbs or distin-
guishing between genuine items and imitations. e taxonomy of collectanea
and other texts interested in the phenomenal world o en reinforced the three
“branches” (bu) of heaven (astronomy), earth (geography), and humanity
(history), each divided into categories (lei) and those subdivided into items
(mu). isscheme was broad enough to encompass all manner of things and
processes. Other epistemic texts had more speci ¢ categories of knowledge,
but most were variations on a theme. For popular how-to texts, such as daily-
use encyclopedia (riyong leishu) or almanacs, the categories of information
contained in them re ected a desire of literate non-elites, especially mer-
chants, for upward mobility and encouraged self-reliance (some had bugiuren
“don’t rely on others” in the title).  ese practical, informational texts sug-
gest profound socioeconomic changes, particularly regarding the increasingly
large population of literate or semiliterate readers seeking information about
how to understand, protect, or restore their health, their fortunes, and their
futures.

Practical, didactic, or epistemic texts o en included information on
proper ways to address and speak to o  cials, how to le suits in court, how
to interpret dreams. ey included chapters on medicine, preghancy and
childbirth, and driving out disease-causing demons. Physiognomy and geo-
mancy, agriculture, and military preparedness were also common categories.
Some categories were not really for daily use, being without practical or pre-
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scriptive application.  ese featured discussions about strange things, such
as two-headed snakes or reports of feathered people living beyond the bor-
ders. Such information had li le use value beyond understanding the world.
Readers wanted to know about anomalies, omens, and outlying data points.
Practical texts collected methods and remedies and stories that proved their
e cacy. Sources, treatments, or methods were o en described as “strange”
(quai), “unusual” (yi), or “extraordinary” (qi). Practical medical texts include
miraculous and wonderous cures. Presumably, readersa empted these cures;
they were not just barkers’ ruses. A erall, what is curiosity if notinquiry a er
being confronted with a logical or practical conundrum? When anomalies
question the dominant paradigm, information categories blur, and curiosity
is provoked.

An example of how readers in search of information viewed texts comes
from the Systematic Compendium. It is a profoundly in uential text that was
0 en reprinted, quoted, and supplemented that purports to be a pharmaco-
peia dedicated to healing with natural and arti cially produced substances. It
is also a groundbreaking work of premodern natural history and an remark-
ably rich archive of information on all facets of Chinese historical culture.”® Li
Shizhen was not necessarily an archetypal reader in the early modern period,
but he was a very important one, and some editors and compilers of popu-
lar and practical texts in the late Ming and Qing dynasties employed similar
reading methods. Recent scholarly work makes it abundantly clear that Li
Shizhen and his collaborators drew on every kind of text to gather knowledge
about the natural world, including works we might assume were wri en pri-
marily to entertain.’* He quoted over y texts he identi ed as xiaoshuo and
over a hundred works of brush notes, to say nothing about the classics, poetry,
drama, collectanea, and previous materia medica. Moreover, Li was not very
consistent about citations, clearly displaying his own disregard for concerns of
genre, category, or even title. Books were not easy to obtain or to manage in
the early modern era, with long novels and other books published in twenty
or more stitch-bound fascicles, at considerable cost. Each fascicle could be
shared, loaned, or lost, and none of these works had indices or other apparatus
to facilitate searching for speci ¢ passages or bits of information. O en, the
only available or extant edition of a work was an edited version contained in
another text that collected it.  is process of collecting, editing, using, and

Introduction / 9



untangling textual information could obscure original generic a ributions,
nature, or origins. It is also true that many compilers seem not to have cared
what lexical or generic category a text belonged to, at least not when nding
useful or new information in it.

An extensive bibliographical section in Li's book categorizes the texts
he cites into essentially three groups: works on pharmaceuticals, works on
medicine, and everything else.  isla ergroup Li labels as belonging to the
taxonomic/generic category of “classics, history and the hundred schools.”
Among these are xiaoshuo, biji, chuanqi, generic subcategories of which Li
was aware, but unlike modern scholars, he did not assume that any of them
were exclusively, or even primarily, “ ction” isishow just one of hundreds
of texts is classi ed, declassi ed, and unclassi ed in the Systematic Compen-
dium:

Tang xiaoshuo: Duke Cui of Wei died suddenly. Imperial physician
Liang Xin examined him and said, “ is s a case of food poisoning.”
A servant said, “He loved to eat bamboo chicken [zhuji]” e doctor
said, “Bamboo chicken o en eat banxia [pinellia] seedlings.” He then
pounded ginger to obtain its juice.  at was then force-fed to the
patient by breaking his teeth, whereupon he returned to life [su].”

I discuss the early modern concept of death and revival in chapter six, but
here, let us focus on the origins of this account. Li Shizhen cites it as com-
ing from Tang xiaoshuo (Tang period stories) as if that were a title, mean-
ing “some collection of short stories from the Tang dynasty.” Elsewhere in
the Systematic Compendium, he refers to its title as Anecdotes om the Area
North of Meng (Beimeng suoyan), a Song dynasty collection of anecdotes,
words, and deeds of literati and social customs of the Tang and Five Dynas-
ties periods. Li also refers to the text in shorthand, as “anecdotes.” He quotes
this text secondhand from Veri ed and Categorized Materia Medica (Zhenglei
bencao), which combined prior materia medica texts with additional mate-
rial from various sources.®® Li quotes it extensively, variably referring to it as
Veri ed and Categorized, Song [dynasty] Materia Medica, Old Book, Materia
Medica by Tang Shenwei, just Shenwei, or one of four or ve other titles. It is
unclear if Li knew the origins of this case or if he was just following Zhenglei
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bencao, which records the story of bamboo chicken as coming from a now
lost Biography of the O cial Cui Wei (Cui Wei gong zhuan), a title that could
easily be that of a xiaoshuo. Either way, he clearly did not view xiaoshuo as
something entirely made up but rather as a text full of not only useful but
lifesaving (or life-restoring) information. He was interested not in the quali-
ties of this story that make it entertaining, suspenseful, literary, or gruesome
but rather in information about the successful use of ginger juice to dispel
the poison of banxia seeds, regardless of the text that contains it. Whether
pharmacopeia, brush note collection, short story, or o  cial history, the infor-
mation remained the same.

To readers who sought information about the natural world, virtually
every text belonged to an epistemic genre. s blurring of generic lines had
less to do with the origins of Chinese xiaoshuoinuno cial histories and news
collected by local o cials than with the fact that literati not only read every-
thing—they quoted everything. Local gaze eers, the rst dra of history,
quote brush notes extensively, for instance.® Many readers were looking for
information, which was both practical and inherently gratifying. Like Guin-
ness World Records, accounts of the marvelous were entertaining, educational,
uncanny, and even edifying. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that some
genres, like very long high-brow novels were not only encyclopedic in their
quotation of virtually every manner of text but were used as encyclopedias.?

e increasing quantity of print materials made the project of collect-
ing and classifying texts essential to manage and navigate so much informa-
tion.? Editors frequently showed a broadminded inclusiveness. Tao Zongyi
(1316-1403), for example, selected and classi ed for his Purlieus of Exposition
(Shuofu) more than a thousand texts, among which were brush notes dating
from the Han to Yuan times and material from classics, histories, philosophi-
cal works, poetry, and other literature, including many rare or now lost books.
Tao was criticized for credulity and superstitious beliefs, but living under the
Mongol Yuan dynasty and being generally interested in exotic things seems
to have contributed to his conception of a world more broadly encompass-
ing than those of his contemporaries.?2 Perhaps Li Shizhen was aware that
he shared an editorial curiosity with Tao, since many of the texts cited in the
Systematic Compendium are quoted secondhand from Purlieus of Exposition.
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Sequels and Supplements

One of the aims of this book is to try to understand readers. On delightful but
rare occasions, individual readers annotated books, agging passages they
found interesting or enjoyable. In collectanea, editors express their feelings
about what is important or in danger of being forgo en. In many other cases,
we have reading notes hiding among the other thoughts, stories, and records
in the large texts and huge corpus of brush notes. We also nd reading notes
in commentary that was printed between lines, in margins, and in prefaces
of novels and collections of short stories. We will see that practicing heal-
ers made notes, for their own use, of what they had read and heard. Many
of these records of reading exhibit a horizon of expectations that align with
bibliographic or generic categories—*  is novel is reminiscent of that novel”
or“ s play exceeds that play.” Frequently, though, the comments on texts,
prefaces to sequels, and reading notes exhibit an interest in the information
contained in a text, disassociated from its primary category.

Some of Observing the Unseen’s major sources are sequels, supplements,
and appendices. Many books, whether designed to teach or to entertain, were
appended, amended, supplemented, or rewri en in forms that announced
themselves as conscious responses to their parent text.  ese 0 en had the
same impulses as current fan  ction does; readers admired the original work
and wanted it to go on or wanted to undo some aspect of itorto xitinsome
way. We see this happening with epistemic texts too, in which readers wanted
to contribute new knowledge to texts they admired.

Epistemic texts o en append information that the author or editor found
anomalous or hard to categorize. In some cases, the author appended (fulu)
entries to a section that seemed a bit more fantastic or unveri ed. Li Shizhen
explains this practice in his introductory notes: “Items that seem to belong to
the same group but lack known potential or application, or that have potential
and application that are in danger of being forgo en are added as appendices.
If there is nothing they could be appended to, they are added as an appen-
dix at the end of a section. . . . What is obscure should not be neglected.”?
In addition to these reasons, Li appended things that were simply strange to
him, as evidenced by his use of such phrases as “It is not known if this is so0”
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(Weizhi ran fou). Preserving data for later analysis outweighed the personal
risk of appearing too credulous.

Sequels sometimes expand on the fantastic or anomalous in the original,
and supplements similarly add information that was overlooked or cast aside
by the original text. Authors and publishers wanted to bene tfrom the popu-
larity of the parent text to sell copies, but in making connections for market-
ing purposes, they occasionally blurred generic lines. An example of this are
the anomalous accounts of Wang Tao (1828-97), published toward the end
of a long period of popularity of those stories and claims, beginning with Pu
Songling’s (1640-1715) Strange Stories om Liaozhai (Liaozhai zhi) in 1766.24
Originally released in installments in the lithography-printed Dianshizhai
Pictorial (Dianshizhai huabao) between 1884 and 1888, they were presented
as news and printed by Shenbao, one of the earliest modern newspapers in
China. Wang Tao’s accounts were printed as a collection in 1887 under the
title Casual Notes om the Seclusion of the Song River (Songyin manlu), which
sounds like a brush note collection. Likely because a very popular edition,
Strange Stories om Liaozhai, llustrated (Liaozhai zhiyi tuyong) was pub-
lished in 1886, Wang Tao's collection was soon reprinted in at least ve autho-
rized and unauthorized editions between 1887 and 1903 under variants of the
title Sequel to Strange Stories om Liaozhai (Hou Liaozhai zhiyi). Whether
news, reading notes, or fantastic tales, these same accounts were repackaged
numerous times and may have contributed to readers’ sense that generic dis-
tinctions were not useful classi ers of the information contained in a text.

Authors of sequels and supplements to epistemic texts explained and jus-
ti ed their impulse by rst praising the parent text and then citing the ever-
expanding eld of knowledge. Zhao Xuemin, writing in 1765, defended his
Supplement to the Systematic Compendium (Bencao gangmu shiyi) by saying
that people love to collect curiosities, and therefore more and more of these
exotic treasures become known over time. Zhao argued for the inclusion of new
information, exotics, curiosities, and anomalies. e pharmaceutical archive
was ever-expanding, re ecting the growth of intellectual and material horizons
of the Qing world, as well as the excitement and confusion that surrounded it

Sequeling, like appending, said much about the veracity, utility, morality,
or reality of the information in the original. Implicit in many of these texts is
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the sense that sequels to entertainment literature are wri en by readers dis-
satis ed with the relation of the parent work to reality—that it was somehow
unbelievable—or with the parent work’s exclusion of obscure or fantastic
possibilities.

Reality and Belief

It was not uncommon to prize information contained in the textual tradition
above that which could be gathered with the naked eye, but the period that
this book focuses on witnesses an evolution in that regard. It also exhibits
new uses of old texts, a desire to locate the pa erns that undergird technol-
ogy (a.k.a. scienti ¢ thought) in ancient tradition, and the instinct to sup-
plement and perfect those texts. Long entertainment or epistemic texts were
archives of other texts, and they cite many of the same texts—classics, but
also poems, plays, medical texts, biji, xiaoshuo, and others. e more a text is
quoted by other texts, the truer it becomes.

As an example of this, we can consider A Miscellany om Youyang (You-
yang zazu), a Tang dynasty collection of brush notes. It contains chapters of
essays and accounts, anomalous reports, omens, unnatural calamities, local
habits and customs, depictions of curious objects (magical swords and mir-
rors), anecdotes of transformation (leaves turning into  sh, stones into birds),
remarkable feats (the armless beggar who did beautiful calligraphy with his
foot), oddities from border regions, delicious kinds of food and alcohol,
dreams, thunder, ta ooing, medicine, and more. One of the earliest bibliog-
raphies to mention it classi es the work in the general category of xiaoshuo,
a generic repository for texts that did not readily t into other, more well-
de ned, bibliographic categories.® is probably would have pleased Duan
Chengshi (ca. 860), the author, since he titled hisbook a eralegendary cache
of mystical texts supposedly hidden in a cave on Youyang Mountain.?” Six
centuries later, the bibliographical work Catalogue of the Hall of Literary Pro-
fundity (Wenyuange shumu) of 1441 classed Youyang alongside the broadly
inquisitive texts “philosophies and miscellanies” such as encyclopedias, dic-
tionaries, family instructions, and descriptions of local customs. Both the Sys-
tematic Compendium and Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin ping mei) quote and
cite Miscellanies om Youyang, as do other medical texts, xiaoshuo, and mis-
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cellany, but also books on agriculture, dictionaries, and encyclopedia. It has
been anthologized in tens or hundreds of compendia. Many Qing dynasty
texts that cite Youyang are explicit about teaching the reader a variety of useful
knowledge and contribute to the sense that You-yang was a source of reliable
information. Two examples of these are Record of Daily [Gains in] Knowledge
(Rizhi lu, 1695) and Record of Minor Knowledge (Xiaozhi lu, 1804).  us, Mis-
cellanies om Youyang transmi ed its tried-and-true knowledge to readers
through collections and highly intertextual works for a thousand years.

Many texts, including xiaoshuo, insist on the veracity of their information,
and readers might believe commentary that states, “It happened exactly this
way,” regardless of genre.?® Readers of Strange Stories om Liaozhai might be
reminded that certain stories were made up when the author, writing as the
Historian of the Strange (Yishi), appends his own commentary to point out
their morals, metaphors, and other created qualities. Alternately, the lack of
commentary to brief entries may have signaled their authenticity. Readers
may have been captivated by authors’ own credulity, as when Li Shizhen
writes of accounts in his own text, “Wow!” (Yi!). More o en, though, Li uses
phrases such as “ is makes sense” or “ is is reasonable” when evaluating
evidence and adjudicating truth. Li's occasional skepticism adds to the force
of his positive evaluations: “I have my doubts,” “It is not known,” “Most likely
untrue.” His inquiries seem so earnest because he is not always able to disen-
tangle truth and speculation. He asks rhetorical questions in these moments:
“How could all this be meaningless?” Whether or not readers agree with him,
they cannot doubt that Li believes that what he writes is true and real.

Readers of Plum in the Golden Vase might have been surprised to learn, as
was the story’s maidservant who stole a golden bracelet, that a “wolf sinew”
(langjin) could be used to detect the culprit in cases of the , a “fact” cor-
roborated by epistemic texts like Youyang Miscellany and the Systematic Com-
pendium that discuss and debate the nature and application of the object.”
Li Shizhen believes that those who employ wolf sinew to uncover crimes
are skilled in “arts” (shu), though it is unclear if these are arts of magic or
of trickery—or both.*® Plum’s detailed descriptions of everyday life and its
resonance with epistemic texts obfuscated its “ ctionality,” at least for some
readers. e novel states repeatedly that a pageboy has been sent “out on the
street to purchase awolf’s sinew;” which rei es the thing’s material reality and
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its mundanity. Perhaps readers had seen such a thing for sale themselves. Mar-
ketplace evidence materialized unseen things—dragon bones, water from
far-o places, the hammer that thunder le in the ground a er a strike—and
realistic literature propagated information from big-city marketplaces. Elites
and marginally literate alike found phenomenological traces of unseen things
in the marketplace, and entertainment literature helped circulate knowledge
of things found there.

e existence of the unseen things discussed in this book was mostly not
up for debate. Divination, varieties of water, dragons, thunder, and animating
forces beyond “souls” were all widely accepted features of the natural world.
It was the characteristics of these things and their uses that required inves-
tigation. Although modern readers may ask, “But what was it, really?” our
sources mostly accept the existence of these things. We need to overcome
the hegemony of the scienti ¢ method and other modern ways of thinking
to understand the thoughts and methods of Ming and Qing readers.  isis
a book about curiosity and curiosities, and as such, I hope it will beguile and
enthrall readers, but just as much, it is about trying to inhabit the minds of
others—readers living in early modern China. Many readers in China, before
the proliferation of biomedicine and the scienti ¢ method, read in ways that
seem surprising to readers of the modern era. Literary scholars might assume
that people read texts for their literary content, for instance. Many certainly
did. Others did not. Early modern readers had their own agendas, and they
used texts according to their interests. When it came to investigating dragons,
for example, most readers who le  records did not wonder if something was
really a dragon. ey wondered whether dragons produced wind or merely
inhabited it. ey wondered whether dragons could reproduce or die. ey
wondered why dragons were so lazy and so lusty. Some had their doubts, of
course, but even the nature of that doubt was di erent from ours.

Transformation

A few brilliant studies that have inspired this one mention the very end of the
last chapter of the Systematic Compendium.® | think it is important to begin
this investigation into curiosity, fantasy, and common knowledge with this
passage. In it, Li describes all the various forms that people can take. In the
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section “Human Abnormalities” (Rengui), Li quotes from tens of texts that
discuss instances of birtha er abnormally long pregnancies, feathered people,
people who turn to stone due to chastity, objects that transform into human
beings, and so on. As Li stretches his own taxonomic imagination, he keeps
coming back to the principle underlying all these anomalies: “Creation and
transformation between heaven and earth are limitless. e changes and trans-
formations of human beings and objects are limitless, too.”* He argues against
simplistic interpretations of the mechanisms of the natural world: “How can
scholars of super cial learning rely on one perspective to categorize the old
and new, the six directions, and the unending transformations and changes
ofa airs and things, and call them irrational and strange?”** When the funda-
mental paradigm for understanding the world is one of transformation, rather
than creation, then what, as Li asks, is strange? Among the myriad transfor-
mations, though, some were unique. As Pu Songling, Historian of the Strange,
would say describing an earthquake, “ is was a truly incredible anomaly of
transformation.™*  at there are marvels in the world—curiosities and new
information—is a reasonable outcome of a ceaseless process of transforma-
tion. However, even in a world based on endless change and transformation,
there were limits. Li Shizhen discusses how horses, dragons, and silkworms
have identical gi, which is why there are silkworms that have the head of a
dragon and those that have the head of a horse. But there are inevitably busy-
bodies (haoshizhe) who exaggerate these facts, saying that if one were to wrap
a girl in a horse hide and place her in a grove of mulberry trees, she would
transform into a silkworm. s, Li says, is nonsense.®
ere were limits to what transformation could do, and to what it could
explain. Some of those limits were bound by common sense. It is these lim-
its, pa erns in the principles of nature, that give the world meaning.  ings
might share a certain kind of gi, but things could also be connected through
shared characteristics, resonances, feelings, or a common sense, tonggan.
When owers or cloth transformed into bu er ies, it was natural that the
bu er ieswould be the color of the thing from which they transformed.® It
was when behavior or transformations diverged from expectations of trans-
formational relationships that they were deemed to be strange.
Transformation followed certain principles, without which it would be
impossible to discern di erences between things.  ese principles were at
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the heart of many debates about how the world worked and were the ultimate
object of inquiry into natural phenomena. As Li writes, “How can scholars
not investigate things and their underlying principles to discern their bene ts
and harms?”3 When something reached an extreme, the next step in a cycle
of transformation was to begin again as its opposite.®  ings were deemed
strange only when they exceeded the expansive boundaries of a foundational
paradigm of transformation.

emes of Weather and Time, Bugs and the Wri en Word

In early modern entertainment and epistemic literature, many debates con-
cerned the objects in and functioning of the natural world. e current study
investigates only a few of them, chosen for their kinds and degrees of invis-
ibility and tied together by time (or timing) and weather (or seasons). e
precise moment that a person was born, when transformation brought them
forth, in uenced their fate. Plants blooming out of season were omens. e
date and time of day when medicines were harvested, prepared, or adminis-
tered to a patient played an important role in e ecting a cure. Much of what
made waters di erent from each other was when they were gathered, how
old they were, and how far they had traveled. Predicting the future implicated
memory and the past.  under and dragons had their seasons.

Time touches all things, and it is a thread running through this book, but
the chapters do not unfold chronologically. With evidence drawn mostly
from the sixteenth to the twentieth century, discussions range back and forth
in time because our Ming and Qing era authors and readers engaged older
texts as well. In fact, because so much of what was read in the Ming and Qing
was found in collectanea that gathered texts from disparate time periods,
disparate topics, and disparate genres, readers must have had adi cult time
discerning old information from new or tracking the chronological develop-
ment of thought.

e wri en word, perhaps predictably, emerged as a theme in Observing
the Unseen. Societies for the care and respectful disposal of paper with writ-
ten words, charlatans writing on water or with water, dragon bones identi-

ed because they had writing on them, and writing burned into the charred
remains of willful animals all factor into this study. Graphophagy included
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grinding and swallowing dragon bones (identi ed by their curious markings)
with wine and the ingestion of wri en talismans. Healing practices included
writing on the body and receiving wri en answers from inquiries directed at
spirits. Heaven also sent messages via writing burned on buildings or bodies
scorched by thunder.

e emergence of bugs in each chapter surprised me but probably would
not surprise my colleagues who study the history of health care in China, who
are aware that the real damage, fear, and illness caused by bugs, worms, poi-
sonous things, and all manner of pest (chong) was omnipresent in the early
modern period.*® Bugs were a mundane nuisance but also capable of mirac-
ulous transformations. ey also snitched to heaven about the sins of their
hosts. ey were, at times, admired (“Among small creatures, none are more
lovable than ants™) but mostly, bugs infested homes and bodies.*® Some schol-
ars estimate that between one quarter and one half of all humans were hosts
to roundworms, helminths, or the like through the eighteen century® e
realities of gastrointestinal issues, bowel movements, digestion, chamber pots,
hygiene sticks (early toilet paper), and the like were indelicate, and thus they
rarely found themselves represented in printed texts wri en by and for the
elite. Bugs were ignored by mainstream medical traditions but discussed in
certain kinds of texts such as materia medica, brush notes, miscellanies, and
stories. Pests wiggle their way through this book, transforming into dragons
and rainbows, evolving from water, responding to thunder, and generally help-
ing to demonstrate that entertainment literature was epistemic literature too.

ese themes, emerging in a book about scrutinizing the unseen, are
somewhat obviousinretrospect. eyareallconcernsthata ectedeveryone
in their daily lives, and this book is about common knowledge that a wide
variety of readers gathered from a broad range of texts. Authors and publish-
ersintend their books to be read by speci ¢ audiences, but who their readers
actually are and what readers actually get out of their books is another mat-
ter. Publishers were aware of the expanding readership of their texts and the
variety that such expansion entailed. Publishers of entertainment literature
and epistemic literature alike were aiming their wares at a broad readership.
“Even those commi ed to the most rigorous scholarship,” the publisher’s
note to a collection of short stories begins, “have always included uno cial
histories [yeshi] in their studies. It is no wonder, then, that the lower classes
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nd popular historical romances [yanyi sometimes a synonym for xiaoshuo]
most appealing.”? An edition of a daily-use encyclopedia was published a
century later with a marketing note specifying that “this book is designed
to be appreciated by all four classes of people [i.e., everyone].”* We cannot
know how many people read these books or who they were, but it is clear
that publishers expected their books to be used by a variety of readers for
a variety of purposes. Many of these readers sought to be informed as they
were entertained. | hope readers of this book will be similarly broad and that
they will also nd it entertaining and informative.
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Chapter 1

Fortune Telling, Storytelling

Without coincidences, there would be no stories.
——Plum in the Golden Vase

Early modern Chinese novels and short stories 0 en presented readers with
suspicious practitioners of divinatory arts who predict the fates of major
characters.  ose characters inevitably dismiss the prognostications and
then ultimately su er the predicated fates. Narratives were motivated to chal-
lenge divinatory practice, of course, since blind acceptance would render the
story moot. But they also challenged fortunetelling by realistically represent-
ing doubt. Although fortunetelling in stories is commonplace and although
details or descriptions call these practices into question, within the con nes
of entertainment literature, the text that fortunetelling creates is read as always
true. Characters in stories are rarely successful at altering their fates. Even if
they are good readers of the text produced by divinatory inquiry, they tend to
squander the opportunities a orded by it. Mantic texts produced by divina-
tion, 0 en in the form of verse, put characters in the position of readers. ey
must interpret the text to get at their fates. e reader of the novel thus relates
to the characters cast as readers of their own fates and struggling to understand
the mantic and the narrative text lest misreading lead to some harm.

e religious traditions of China extend beyond what is encompassed by
Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism.  ese other traditions o en overlap
the “big three” and are usually grouped together under the rubric of “Chi-
nese folk religion” or simply “Chinese religion.”  at this so-called Chinese
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religion is rarely named among the religious traditions of China is ironic,
especially given that it undergirds the daily behaviors of so many and that it
is, by some accounts, the world’s fourth-largest religion.! Many of the prac-
tices of Chinese religion seek to a ract auspiciousness and avoid bad luck.
To do so, you might worship local gods of rivers or city walls, kitchen gods
or dragons. You might post talismans on your front door, perform rituals to
expel demons, or call back a wandering soul. You might divine your future
by consulting an oracle, foretell if a venture will have a favorable outcome by
reading an almanac, or compare the important dates and times of birth to
ascertain if an engagement will result in a lasting marriage. One of the di -
culties in studying Chinese religion is that it creates a holistic worldview, a
systematic cosmos, but the workings of that cosmos are assessed through a
wide variety of practices and implied beliefs. Another di culty is that while
many of its practices have accompanying texts, it is not a liturgical religion
or one that centers around any de ned or delimited group of scripture. One
of the most important aspects of this religion is predicting the future and
divining auspicious moments.2 Divinatory practices touch on practically all
aspects of life in China in the premodern period, and all genres of literature
in Chinare ecttheirin uence.

Much of what would come to be known as classic works of Chinese phi-
losophy, history, and poetry record or debate divinatory practices.* Many
temple oracles are accompanied by poems, which must then be interpreted
by a diviner. Poetry in general, whether because it was closer to the lan-
guage of nature or because it was ancient or possessed some other qual-
ity, was thought to encode truth. e phrase “ ere is a poem as proof”
(Youshi weizheng) is ubiquitous, found in texts of all kinds, including
materia medica and xiaoshuo. e links between literature and divination
extend all the way back to early examples of wri en language, with the rst
Chinese characters having been carved on ox scapulae or turtle plastrons—
called “oracle bones” —and surviving well into the modern period in the
form of wri en talismans that copy out characters in “spirit writing,” with
embellishments and ourishes. Entertainment literature, and long novels
in particular, teach much about divinatory practice, a itudes toward fate,
and conceptions of time—though some of what they teach, they them-
selves created.
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History to Fiction to History

Romance of the  ree Kingdoms (Sanguo yanyi), one of the “four masterworks
of the Ming Novel” (sida gishu / sida mingzhu), ctionalizes and mytholo-
gizes accounts from the historical  ree Kingdoms period (ca. 184-280), a
pinnacle in a long tradition of retelling those stories. In it, warring armies and
their cunning generals ba le to outwit, as much as to overpower, each other
to either restore or replace the declining Han dynasty. e novel spends
much ink on tacticians in general and on Zhuge Liang (181-234) in particu-
lar, the politician, statesman, scholar, and master strategist who fought for the
heir of the Han, early accounts of whom, drawing on folk tradition, tended to
portray him as a Daoist immortal capable of performing magical feats.

Romance of the  ree Kingdoms (earliest extant edition, 1522) retains only
some of these extraordinary talents. Zhuge’s depiction in the novel, o en
cited as one of the book’s great accomplishments, is primarily that of a wise
statesman and brilliant tactician who labored tirelessly for his cause even as
he realized that it was doomed.* Even so, his abilities in these regards surpass
mundane talent.

Zhuge is portrayed as having cunning schemes, great introspection, and
a keen insight into human nature that allowed him to predict behavior and
manipulate others. But more, Zhuge seemingly knew everything that went
on in the world, even when he lived as a hermit. Moreover, he is portrayed
as a man of profound understanding, not just of military tactics and devel-
opments but of moral rightness and of arcane and mantic arts. Zhuge could
consult the Book of Changes (Yijing) and observe celestial phenomenato pre-
dict the future. His powers were not solely prognosticatory, however, as his
wisdom and moral power enable him to e ect change even on the weather.

In chapter 53 of the novel, Zhuge Liang (whom the novel usually refers to
as Kongming) applies the liuren (art of the six yang waters) method to ascer-
tain the status of a remote ba le. He and Liu Xuande (i.e., Liu Bei) are orga-
nizing a support detachment when a banner falls over at the same time that a
south- ying crow passes them, croaking three times. Surely, these signs have
meaning, Xuande says. Kongming makes calculations on his hands under his
sleeves and replies, “Changsha district is ours! And we have won over import-
ant generals.™ Some scholars have pointed out how this manner of divina-
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tion has only recently been studied, having been both outside of Confucian
concerns and a military practice to be kept secret.® For our purposes, su ce
it to note that Zhuge Liang, in addition to acting as a scholar who could per-
ceive changes in the hearts of men and in the formations of the ba le eld,
is depicted as seeing—and even in uencing—far-away places as well as far-
away future times.’

Atone pointinthenovel,a erall preparations have been made for the re
a ack on the villain Cao Cao’s (155-220) eet, the commander of the South-
land suddenly realizes that for his plan to succeed, the wind must blow from
the southeast, or hisown eet will catch re. When he sees the wind blowing
from the northwest, he vomits blood, faints, and becomes sick. Zhuge Liang
visits him and points out the root cause of his illness—nhis worries about the
wind. He then sets up an altar and performs detailed rituals—the mysterious
gates escaping techniques (Qimen Dunjia)—for days, and indeed, the south-
east wind starts blowing just before the re a ack is launched (chapter 49).
Zhuge Liang reads the hero Zhang Fei’s death in the stars (chapter 81) and
later predicts his own death through an incantatory ritual (chapter 103). He is
not the only character in the novel who interprets omens, predicts the future,
and in uences events, but these talents contribute to an enduring portrayal
of Zhuge Liang as a modest scholar-gentleman and a master of the mantic arts.

Several prognosticatory texts and practices that are still in use are
a ributed to Zhuge Liang, including the Secret Book of Zhuge [Liang’s] Divine
Calculations (Miben Zhuge shenshu), a ve-coin method, the movement of
the stars for divining military strategy in Zhuge’s Art of War (Zhuge bingfa),
a divinatory method called “quick predictions” (magian ke), and others. e
Qimen Dunjia method of calendar astrology that Zhuge employsinthe  ree
Kingdoms becomes a ributed to him in later periods. He has even been cred-
ited as the author of Records in a Jade Casket (Yuxia ji), an almanac and div-
inatory text, ubiquitous in China for at least two or three centuries. Chen
Shou’s (233-97) biography of Zhuge Liang in the o cial History of the  ree
Kingdoms (Sanguo zhi) makes no mention of his having any interest in the
divinatory arts, and nothing like the divinatory texts mentioned above are
contained in his collected works, the Zhuge Liang ji, nor in the more expan-
sive complete works of Zhuge Liang (Zhuge Liang quanshu), even though the
la er contains a number of apocryphal works. Such divinatory a ributions
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are the result of later tradition, most notably by the novel. e novel, having
created an image of Zhuge Liang as a master of mantic arts, led to his apothe-
osis in the public imagination, leading back to even more mythologized acts
in subsequent stories, as the object of worship of many temples and shrines,
and as a door god.®

Fiction Explicates Fortunes, Fortunes Explicate Fiction

e Story of the Stone (Shitou ji), also known as Dream of the Red Chamber
(Honglou meng, herea er Stone), features characters who have otherworldly
sight and knowledge of the future, but the novel consistently asserts that
while divinatory techniques can produce accurate data about the future, one
must be a sensitive reader to make use of it. As in other premodern literati
novels, characters o en refer to the mantic arts casually or jokingly, suggest-
ing that those characters, like their presumed readers, may not have taken
practitioners of those arts very seriously. Wang Xifeng, for instance, men-
tions that she needs a fortuneteller when she misplays her hand in a game
of dominos.® In another instance, a corrupt minor o  cial is advised to claim
that a man whom he is reluctant to prosecute has died of a sudden illness. To
back up this claim, he should pretend to be able to consult spirits through
the planche e, who then“con rm”that plainti and defendant were enemies
in a former existence and were fated to clash to se le scores. e falsi ed
planche e reading would verify that the defendant had been hounded by his
victim’s ghost and thereby perished of some mysterious disease® ea i-
tudes of these characters, at times casually dismissive of divination or falsely
practicing it, are belied by the world of the novel itself, which is undergirded
by the structures, rules, interventions, and predictability of the unseen world.

As in other domestic novels, divination is taken seriously when a char-
acter is ill. In Stone, one of the masters of the house consults a fortune teller
when his second wife falls ill. He discovers that her stars temporarily col-
lided with those of some other female born under the sign of the rabbit—
his concubine, who is already in competition with the other wives for their
husband’s favor. Her astral in uences were harming the second wife, and her
subsequent removal from her rooms caused a great deal of anger and jeal-
ousy. isisadevice we see in many works of entertainment literature, that
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divination both reveals and creates enmity, especially between women in
a household. Divination and resentment are linked by making the implicit
explicit, by reading aloud for illiterate or obtuse characters the structures of
dominance and contestation that are the nature of their unhappiness.

Exception to the general suspicion of fortune tellers is made for expedi-
ency in emergencies. Usually, this is the case when a character is very sick
and divination is employed as prognosis. Readers can readily distinguish
between fortune tellers who possess real skill and charlatans. In Stone, when
the matriarch of the Jia family fallsilla er walking through the desolate, per-
haps haunted garden, her son Jia Rong asks a fringe character, Half Immor-
tal Mao (Mao Banxian) to divine the cause and outcome of her illness. He
beseeches the Supreme Ultimate, the Generative Powers of the Cosmos, the
Holy Signs in the Great River, and the Four Sages for ane cacious response
to his inquiry. He throws coins to create trigrams (printed in some editions
of the novel) and then consults the Book of Changes. Readers’ own views may
have resonated with Jia Rong’s: “At the beginning of this rigmarole it was all
Jia Rong could do to keep a straight face. But gradually Mao impressed him
as a man who knew what he was talking about, and when he went on to pre-
dict misfortune for another relative, Jia Rong began to take him rather more
seriously™

ereisli le discussion about why a character practices a particular kind

of divination in Stone. Mao admits the limits of the method in which he spe-
cializes: “I am afraid a precise diagnosis lies beyond the limitations of even
a more elaborate milfoil reading of the Changes. For that, you would have
to cast a six cardinal (daliu ren) horoscope™ A er being given the date and
time of birth (stems and branches) of the patient, Mao adjusts his diviner’s
compass and predicts a “transformation of the material soul” (pohua ke) with
a delivering spirit leading to a “transformation of the material soul and return
of the spiritual soul” (pohua hungui), a prediction as much of the entire Jia
family fortune as the course of one or two of its characters.®* Why a character
practices one kind of divination rather than another has more to do with the
kind of language a method produces than accurately representing or discuss-
ing the cosmic mechanisms a method can access.

Stone, like other novels, uses divination as foreshadowing. It also represents
prognosticatory practices as things that require sensitive reading, akin to using
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poems as evidence. Characters in the novel consistently demonstrate their
relative talents at reading and composing poems and debating the meaning
of passages in the Zhuangzi and other classics.

Some characters, particularly important female characters Lin Daiyu and
Xue Baochai, are superior readers. So in chapter 101, when Wang Xifeng, ill,
goes to the temple to pray to the Bodhisa va of the Sacred Flowers, she draws
adivination lot predicting her future, and the abbess interprets the oracle that
“Xifeng comes home to rest, in  nery arrayed” as a good omen because the
abbess is a literal, surface reader of the poetic text. Xifeng, a savvy household
manager and master schemer, shows that she is a more sophisticated reader
(though marginally literate) when she reveals her doubts that this is a fortu-
itous omen. Baochali, too, suspects that it is not a lucky omen as many say it is;
“the phrase ‘returns home in splendor’ may have a deeper meaning.”* Baoyu,
the scion of the wealthy Jia family, accuses Baochai of being skeptical, “forever
trying to twist the meaning of the text where the truth [of its fortuitousness]
iscommon knowledge, why read some other meaning into it?”  is exchange
reminds readers that Baochai has always been superior to Baoyu in compos-
ing and understanding verse® e true meaning of the oracle is hinted at in
the chapter title couplet, “At Sca ered Flowers Convent, the Fortune Sticks
Give an Alarming Omen,” giving the reader information with which she can
rate characters’ ability to read.® e omen is alarming only to savvy readers
of the novel and savvy readers withinit.  eir suspicions are borne out a few
chapters later when Wang Xifeng dies, deliriously calling for a boat so that she
can return to her ancestral home. e narrative spells out the meaning of the
prognostication, and readers could judge their own abilities against it.

In one of the most important episodes in Stone, Baoyu loses the jade tal-
isman that was in his mouth when he was born. e other characters in the
novel believe the jade to be Baoyu’s soul, upon which “his very life depends.”
Although it is the eleventh month, the crab apple trees in Baoyu’s residence
that have been withered for a year suddenly burst into bloom. Everyone,
except the ailing Xifeng, rushes over to have a look at the sight.  ere is dis-
agreement about whether this is a good or ill omen. Baoyu does not wear his
jade when he goes to look at the blossoms, and when he returns, he nds that
the jade is missing. In its absence, Baoyu falls ill and becomes insensate. e
family members, in a panic, consult all the fortune tellers of the marketplace.
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One of them, Iron Mouth Liu (Liu Tiezui), divines the character shang
and gives a detailed glyphomantic (chaizi) reading of its meaning:

We should be careful to notice that the radical element was bei, ,
meaning “a cowry shell” and not the similar radical jian — meaning
“to appear” hence the object’s disappearance. And the top element of
the whole was very like dang  meaning “to pawn” so we should go
straight to the pawnshop.  en he pointed out that by adding a ren

® “man”to the le -hand side, the compoundchang  meaning “to
redeem” was formed. Find the man in the pawnshop, pay the price,
and the lost object will be redeemed™

Some may interpret this passage to mean that the author(s) were skeptical
of fortune telling or of this method of fortune telling, but as with the above
example, itis really ama er of reading well. Later, when a mysterious monk
returns the jade, we discover that the data were correct, but their interpreta-
tionwas o . Again, it is Xue Baochai who (a er the fact) realizes the correct
parsing: “You said it had something to do with a pawnshop. But now | can
see it was really pointing to the word ‘monk’ [shang< ], which is contained
in the upper part of the character shang . We were being told by the word
diviner that a monk had taken it!"

One of the people tasked with searching for the missing jade says, “If you
ask me, all of those word diviners and fortune tellers you nd on the street
are all charlatans,” right before she recommends the secular Buddhist nun,
Adamantina (Miaoyu), for her skill in consulting the planche e (xianji). Ada-
mantina’s hand and that of a friend are guided by an unseen spirit (we are later
told that she invoked Iron Crutch Li, Li Tieguai) to write verse in sand. Ada-
mantina, another superior reader, makes no a empt to interpret the poem,
the meaning of which is clear to readers who know the origins of the jade:
“Alas, it [the jade] le no trace nor sign / Gone to Greensickness Peak to lie /
at the foot of an age-old pine / why traverse countless mountains / searching
for your friend / follow me and laugh to see / your journey at an end!™™ is
verse puts the readers in the shoes of the prognosticator, le  to use their expe-
rience to read between the lines and understand the world system of the novel
hinted at by divinatory glimpses. Moreover, the theme of insightful reading is
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entwined with the motif of the entire novel, namely the interplay of truth and
ction, the possibilities and pitfalls of reading and misreading.?

Not surprisingly, dreams are among the most important prognostica-
tory media in Stone. Dreams are the bridge between reality and illusion and
between now and the future. ey need to be read in the same responsive
way that ction needs to be read, with a ention to their constructedness,
their gures, structures, and themes. Stone explicitly and implicitly reminds
the reader that it is ction, yet it also questions the nature of truth, particu-
larly when it comes to human feeling. Jia Baoyu's dream visit to the land of
illusion in chapter 5 is a key to the novel. In it, he is escorted by the Fairy Dis-
enchantment (Jinghuan Xiangu) to the administrative o ces of the ill- fated
fair, where he sees images and captions of the fates of most of the women in
the novel and where he is then brought to a performance that also reveals
those same fates in verse. Baoyu does not understand the meaning or gravity
of his dream until he revisits the Land of Illusion (Taixu Jing) again (this
time named the Paradise of Truth, Zhenru Fudi), 111 chapters later. Having
learned the fates of the main female characters in the novel so early does not
impede the sense that the novel is extremely real, since the emotions it elicits
in readers are themselves truly felt. Fate is real, not just in the sense that prog-
nostications are accurate but in that characters in  ction meet their fates—
signi cantly, inevitably, and poetically.

Stone again and again questions its own ctionality and constructedness.
Despite all the omens and oracles in its pages coming true, characters treat
mantic practice as chicanery. Baochai responds to Baoyu’s joke that she can
foretell the future: “Even if I hit upon the truth about Xifeng, I didn’t really
know what was going to happen to her. | don’t even know what’s going to
happen to me, so how can I tell about you? All such auguries are bogus. How
can you believe in them?”2 All the omens in Stone come true, though, provid-
ing another instance of the novel playing with truthand ction

One of Stone’s most famous commentators felt, remarkably, that Stone was
itself an oracle. Zhang Xinzhi ( . 1828-50) believed that the Book of Changes
was a key to unlocking the meaning of Stone.?? His commentary draws on the
notion found in the Changes and elsewhere that the constant transformation
of outward form conceals inner, unseen pa erns of coherence. He explains
his revelation: “ e whole book is nothing more or less than the way of the
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Changes! In fact, my commentary on e Story of the Stone really begins from
this point”? Zhang even con ates the divinatory practice of reading hexa-
grams with glyphomancy by viewing wri en Chinese characters contained
in the text of the novel as hexagram-like.  at is, he reads Stone the same
way he reads the Changes. His views may not have gained much traction, and
certainly his critical insight was underwhelming to some. One of his less for-
giving detractors commented, “  iskind of person cannot even read himself,
yet he goes and composes a ‘how to read’ essay.”?* His guide to reading Stone
was reprinted in many popular editions of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries and therefore presumably had a wide and varied readership.
While some found Zhang’s assertion that Stone was a ctionalized Book of
Changes to be farfetched, others must have found it compelling, helpful, or
even an example of how the elite read novels and how they should be read. At
the very least Zhang'’s commentary supported the view that e Story of the
Stone was as complicated as the cosmos and required the same sort of sensi-
tive reading to understand it.

Divining Novels / Novel Divination

Plum in the Golden Vase was published in the early seventeenth century but
wri enand rstcirculated in the last years of the sixteenth. It is the story of
a merchant and his household, which rises in glory and wealth as he, Ximen
Qing, isappointedtoo cial postsand abuses those positions. e lives of his
many wives and servants and their machinations to gain access to Ximen and
to control information as a means of having some measure of power consti-
tute much of the story.

Plum includes all sorts of apotropaic and mantic practice, from women
“walking o the hundred ailments” on the night of the Lantern festival to
ward o illness, to “Yinyang Master” Xu's prognostications about characters’
futures.® Sometimes characters or the narrator suggest that they think divi-
natory methods are spurious. But upon investigation, that wariness is usually
directed at professional practitioners rather than disbelief that the unseen
forces of the cosmos are knowable. e narration addresses the reader directly
at times, in “gentle reader” (kanguan) statements that either explain compli-
cated aspects of the plot or give the reader advice on aspects of daily life. e

30 / Chapterl



advice is consistent with prevailing literati a itudes of the time, and it is con-
sistent throughout the novel, warning against the deceitfulness of humans,
particularly women and professionals. Plum cautions the reader against those
who seek only money—hangers-on, sing-song girls, monks, and nuns who
expect payment—nbut it does not suggest that the world of demons is not
real or that the workings of the cosmos cannot be gleaned through divina-
tory activity. Some “dear reader” passages warn that these practices do really
access unseen pa erns of time and fate: “Can the existence of such [man-
tic] arts be doubted?"?® But Plum has a complicated stance toward these
practices. e narrator warns the reader about female medical practitioners,
including those who exorcise demons and prescribe herbal remedies, but it
also presents mantic masters as real, even nal, authorities on the course of
disease. Plum, Stone,  ree Kingdoms, and other novelsa rm that a cure, or
even a patient’s death a er a dire prediction, served as evidence that these
unseen forces of time and fate were real.

Plum records several divinatory practices in the heterodox medical tradi-
tion, 0 en labelled “divination of the cause” (zhuyou). It even preserves one
of the earliest accounts of a particular zhuyou practice in print: “Instructions
on how to determine survival or death by means of emolument and horse”
(luma ding shengsi jue).?” e meaning of “emolument and horse” (luma) has
to do with o cial reward and fate (luming) following the movement of the
“heavenly steed” constellation (tianma).? It is not clear when the “emolu-
ment and horse” method to predict the course of an illness originated, but
the rst record of it in a printed text seems to be the story “Qiaoren Se les
His Accounts” (Qiaoren suanzhang) in Xu Zhen's (. 1377) early Ming drama
Records of Killing Dogs (Shagouji).?® Li le about this method is recorded in
any literature between this story and Plum.*

“Emolument and horse” was a method of prognosis without diagnosis;
it distilled the workings of fate and time into three simple possibilities. Cal-
culations were carried out on a table of four columns of ten characters each
composed of alternating charactersma ~ “horse” and lu ~ “emoluments.”

e two characterswerewri eninthreedi erent possible positions: upright,
slanted, and upside down. e healer then counted the number of days from
the beginning of the month to the date of the onset of the disease, moving a

nger down or up the chart depending on the month. Depending on how the
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character landed on was wri en, the healer could then predict the course of
the illness.

e Berlin State Library has an archive of eight hundred Chinese medical
manuscripts created by healers for their own use. Mostly from the nineteenth
century, these manuscripts provide insight into medical practice and are a
corrective to overemphasis on orthodox medicine represented by printed
medical texts. Most of the medical manuscripts contain bits of text copied
by readers from medical works, novels, brush notes, and unknown sources.

ree of these manuscripts, created three hundred yearsa er Plum, describe
the emolument and horse method and agree with the novel that if “emolu-
ment and horse are not upside down,” the patient was expected to recover.
A key appended to the diagram in a medical manuscript labeled “Depiction
of all types of fright [conditions displayed] by children” (Xiaoer gezhong
jingtu) speci es the predictions:

When the horse stands, the person will live and can be rescued from
his troubles.

When the emoluments are proper, the disease may be serious but
will not harm the body.

When the horse lies in a reclined position, help will be successful.

When the emoluments are slanted, a physician will be able to cure
the patient.

When the horse lies upside down, the disease has an unfortunate
prognosis.

When the emoluments are reversed, there is only a bleak outlook.*

is method of predicting the outcome of a disease was independent of
the whimsy of gods, demons, and ancestors but also distinct from natural
laws involving systematic correspondences between bodily organs, stars, and
elements in the natural world. Horse and emolument seems to be a secular
medicine that tied the individual to time and the cosmos but did not require
mediation between them. is method revealed regularity, but it could not
in uence events or explain them.

is is how luma is used in Plum in the Golden Vase. When one of his
wives, Li Ping'er, is ill, Ximen Qing calls in several doctors to diagnose and
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prescribe for her.** Another wife tells him that Ping’er is being overmedicated
and that they should “send for Immortal Wu and have him prognosticate on
her behalf to calculate if the lu and ma are up.”> Emolument and horse was a
way of ordering the chaos of contemporary medical practice. With individual
doctors giving various diagnoses and prescriptions, it made sense to have a
xed way to determine the outcome of the disease to limit the possibilities.
at the practice of prognosticating with emolument and horse is recorded
in xiaoshuo suggests something about the heterogeneity of literati practice
as well. e narrator may argue against employing Buddhists and Daoists,
but the author was certainly intimately familiar with these gures and their
practices, along with the already copious and varied knowledge in the novel
culled from elite life and literature.
In entertainment literature, prognostication generally proves to be accu-
rate as the plot unfolds, serving as foreshadowing. e outcomes of fate and
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fortune are always signi cant, but fortune tellers are 0 en scorned. Immor-
tal Wu (Wu Shenxian), who visits the Ximen household in chapter 29 and
predicts (correctly) the fortunes of all the main characters, is an exception.
Immortal Wu's  rst visit adumbrates almost the whole of the novel in certain
essential points, and he is presented as stately, mysterious, and powerful. He
seemed to be a bit over forty and of intelligent appearance. His bearing was
like that of a “stately pine of Mount Hua,” with a commanding presence and
“the grave aspect of ascholar” e narrator praises Immortal Wu's talents:

Master of the discriminating mirror of physiognomy, Adept at inter-
preting the rules of Xu Ziping®*

By examining celestial phenomena he understands yin and yang,

By perusing the Dragon Canon [Longjing] he can assess fengshui.*”

Profoundly conversant with the Five Planetary Features [Wuxing],®

Deliberating to himself upon the three fates [sanming mitan];®

By scrutinizing the astrological circumstances,

He can determine the success or failure of a lifetime;

By observing the humor and the complexion,

He can decide the good or evil of one’s allo ed years.

If he is not Chen Tuan the realized adept who sojourned on Mount
Hua*

He must be Yan Junping, who sold fortunes in the market of
Chengdu.*

Immortal Wu has been sent by an o  cial colleague to Ximen’s house, so
Ximen is obliged to invite him in and allow him to ply his trade. Before doing
so, Ximen inquires which schools of yinyang and which varieties of physiog-
nomy Wu practices. Wu replies with a somewhat di erent, detailed list of
his mantic methods, adding that he distributes medicine and does not take
payment, essentially bolstering the claims made by the narrator.*?

Initially hesitant, Ximen is impressed by the discourse and demeanor of
the diviner and has him predict his future rst based on the date and time
of his birth (which Immortal Wu silently calculates on his ngers) and then
from the features of his face. He then predicts the fates of Ximen’s primary
wives using physiognomy. Although the fortune-telling jargon employed
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here and elsewhere in the novel is quite authentic, the horoscopes provided
for the characters are calendrically impossible, which suggests that the author
did not intend his readers to take them too seriously.** Readers with a rudi-
mentary knowledge of the calendrical system would likely have noticed this,
as did the anonymous commentator on the xiuxiang (the illustrated text,
a.k.athe Chongzhen) edition of the novel, who pointed thisout: “  ese ‘four
pillars’ are entirely out of keeping with Song [dynasty] fate calculation.” It is
a mystery why the author would have employed accurate lexicon but absurd
math in his representation of diviners predicting fortunes that come true. Is it
akind of code? Did the author desire to disparage the practice or profession?
He was familiar enough with the practices and theories and could have easily
looked up the correct dates in an almanac, so why signal to the reader that the
fortune tellers were anything less than reliable? Perhaps the mathiso out of
respect for readers with stems and branches in their own horoscopes identi-
cal to Plum’s meager-fated characters. Or perhaps the author blithely copied
details from an almanac, divinatory manual, or daily-use encyclopedia, all of
which had begun to circulate when vernacular novels became popular.*

Not only are all the fortune-tellers in Plum perfectly correct in all their
predictions, but historical ction is always prognosticatory, since the reader
knows how it all ends. In the case of Plum, dangers of critiquing Ming dynasty
(1368-1644) politics and mores are obfuscated by its Song dynasty se ing. And
yet the author’s critique of the contemporary Ming court is not very subtle,
since the novel is set in the years leading up to the invasion and collapse of the
Northern Song (960-1127), a comparison that even casual readers would have
noticed. e collapse of the dynasty foretells the collapse of the Ximen house-
hold (and, not incidentally, also foretells the collapse of the Ming dynasty, an
event that happened thirty yearsa er Plum’s rst publication). Plum'sse ingis
also doubly indebted to the past, and beholden to its unfolding events, since it
expands into eighty chapters an episode that happens in chapters 23-26 of Out-
laws of the Marsh (Shuihu zhuan). Readers know that the Northern Song falls
and that in literary history, Ximen Qing and Pan Jinlian are killed by Wu Song.

us, when Immortal Wu predicts that Jinlian is inclined to wantonness and
assured of a premature death, readers of Plum know he his trustworthy.

e wives and concubines have their fortunes told again in chapter 46,

when out of boredom and whimsy they invite in an itinerant woman who is
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capable of divining with the “tortoise oracle” (linggui). She is unnamed, an
“old country woman who made her living telling fortunes by means of the tor-
toise oracle and trigrams,” wearing a simple blue co on skirt and patchwork
jacket® e woman asks the years of their birth, each in turn, and then gives
the tortoise oracle a toss (in later divinations, it is a spin).  is method of for-
tune telling is detailed in Tang Xianzu's 1587 drama e Purple Hairpins (Zichai
ji), perhaps the source for Plum'sauthor. e Daoist nun who practices thisart
describes it: “On the painting, there are stories of joys and sorrows, and of
departures and reunions. | tell the people what will happen to them according
to where the tortoise goes on the painting” e play describes this practice
unambiguously as a method to “fake an immortal’s ability”: “I have a lovely
and clever tortoise, / with which | defraud people of some money” e stage
directions indicate that the Daoist nun performing the divination “clumsily
forces its crawling route on the painting.”® For each woman in Plum, the tor-
toise (shell?) lands on an image on her board, and each of the images bears the
name of one of the “twelve palaces” found on the face, among which, accord-
ing to some schools of physiognomy, are the “palace of fate” (minggong), “pal-
ace of illness and adversity” (jiegong), and the “palace of sons and daughters”
(erniigong). Her predictions tally with those of Immortal Wu (which also
combine physiognomy with other divinatory strategies), simultaneously jus-
tifying their methods of divination and establishing the predictions as fact.

Pan lJinlian complicates Plum’s a itude toward fortune telling. She is
late to the gathering, and when she is told that she has missed her chance
to learn her destiny, she remarks that fate is unchangeable and discovering
its details is depressing. She repeats her aversion to fortune telling and then
cites the aphorism “You may predict a person’s fate, but you can’t predict his
conduct™” is idea resolves the tension between the narrative’s insistence
on destiny, doubtful characters, the story’s plot that bears out their fates, and
the length of the novel, which could have been much shorter had the reader
simply accepted foreknowledge of characters’ ends as fact. While prognosti-
cations in Plum are accurate, particularly in the case of Jinlian, who the reader
knows is doomed from sources outside of the novel, they are not undisputed.
All the characters who have died over the course of the novel reappear, in
ghostly form, in the last chapter to report on the cause of their deaths, which
at times seem to contradict what the reader has witnessed.*®
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Fig 3. “Wife and concubines laughingly consult the tortoise oracle,” from Gaohe
Tang’s Commentary Edition of the Foremost Extraordinary Book: Plum in the Golden
Vase (Gaohe tang piping diyi gi shu Jin ping mei), chapter 46. Unfortunately, the
image does not clarify whether the tortoise is alive or just a shell, or what images
are on the diviner’s board. Waseda University Libraries.



Pan Jinlian's claim that you can predict a person’s fate but you cannot
predict his actions is a key to understanding these seeming contradictions.
Fortune is contingent. e tortoise diviner says to Li Ping’er, one of Ximen's
wives, “ is year the planet Jidu impinges on your fate, meaning that you
may su er a bloody catastrophe.*® Only if you can avoid hearing weeping in
the seventh and eighth months will you be all right® s is a contingent
fortune that takes the “if . .. then” form. Fate makes room for behavior. In this
case, Jinlian is determined to make Li Ping’er miserable, which leads to much
weeping in the household, and in the end, Li Ping’er is not able to escape her
bloody catastrophe. Most of the prognostications in Plum are contingent on
human action, and many are speci ¢ about time but vague about mechanism
of fate. e predictions allow for the future to be in motion, for characters to
change their fates enough to survive them. None of the wives do.

Ximen Qing repeats the claim that “one can calculate fate, but one cannot
calculate behavior”and adds,“ e physiognomic marks are produced follow-
ing the heart [i.e., internal conditions].”  at is, marks on the face literally
appear or disappear depending on one’s intentions. Ximen is just repeating
what Immortal Wu himself had said to explain physiognomy.>2 Physiognomic
features are not physical markers of an immutable fate but are mutable signs
pointing to a fate that changes with behavior and intention.

Poems, sayings, and asides in the novel o ensuggest that all is determined
by heaven and one must accept the inevitabilities of change and fate. But the
charactersevinceadi erenta itude; none shows a profound belief in fate or
fate calculation but only di ering degrees of skepticism. Divination is also a
game in these novels. Characters in Plum and other entertainment literature
consult fortune tellers on a lark, a chance encounter, or in the case of Plum,
when they pass by the house and there is nothing be ertodo. Veryo en, div-
ination occurs in xiaoshuo as a diversion from boredom, but then, inevitably,
it foreshadows something grave. When consulted as a game, the divinatory
texts are like other omens—a kite breaking its string, a tree blooming out
of season—in that they have meaning only to those who notice them, and
when that happens, it is alienating and sad.  at each character ful Is his or
her destiny, no ma er how bleak, is a testament to the characters’ normalcy,
their unremarkable willpower, and their willful ignorance of the knowable
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but invisible forces that undergird their daily existence. ey are, essentially,
poor readers of their own lives.

Divination outside of Narrative Constraints

Fictional practitioners of mantic arts usually do not go into detail about why
they practice one method of divination over another or even why there are
multiple kinds of divination.

Each divinatory method presumably accesses the same cosmic informa-
tion, so why is there a need to have more than one method? We see in Plum
that the Ziping method, based on the date and times of one’s birth, provides
more detail about the future than does the physiognomic mayi method,
whereas “emolument and horse” seems to limit prognostication to a yes/no
answer. Beyond the proclivities and fates of characters, divinatory methods
reveal information about the real historical author by which practices are
mentioned, esteemed, denigrated, omi ed, or unknown.

One notable argument in trying to identify the anonymous author of Plum
is that he a liated himself with the philosopher Xunzi (third century bce).
Readers of David T. Roy’s English translation of Plum encounter this claim in
the rst pages of his introduction.®® e most famous tenet of Xunzi’s philoso-
phy holds that human nature is basically evil, and if allowed to nd expression
without the conscious molding and restraint of ritual, it is certain to lead the
individual disastrously astray. is belief, Roy and others argue, lies at the heart
ofthe novel > e historian Sima Qian (145?—86? bce) writes of Xunzi that he
“hated the corrupt governments of his day, the decadent states and evil princes
who did not follow the way but gave their a ention to magic and prayers and
believed in omens and luck ™ But the novel’s detailed descriptions of mantic
arts, the invocation of spirits, and the various accurate prognostications of for-
tune and disaster at least argue against a complete adherence to Xunzi’s beliefs.

Xunzi’'s work contains an entire chapter titled “Against Physiognomy”
(Feixiang), and he remarks elsewhere in the book a ributed to him:

One performs the rain sacri ce and it rains. Why? | say, there is no
special reason why. It is the same as when one does not perform the
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rain sacri ce and it rains anyway. . .. One performs divination and
only then decides on importanta airs. But this is not to be regarded
as bringing one what one seeks, but rather is done to give things
proper form.  us, the gentleman regards this as proper form, but
the common people regard it as connecting with sprits.

Xunzi concludes this thought by saying, “If one regards it as proper form,
one will have good fortune. If one regards it as connecting with spirits, one
will have misfortune.” In other words, ritual propriety (“form™) is function.
He acknowledges that itis  ing and proper to perform mantic arts, particu-
larly at court, and particularly by those whose job it is to perform them.* e
work of the hunchbacked shamans and lame-footed seers,” he writes, “is to
assess the yin and the yang, to divine the omens and portents, to drill the tor-
toise- shells and lay out the hexagrams, to preside over ceremonies for ward-
ing o ills, selecting lucky days and the ve prognostications, and to know
good and bad fortune, the auspicious and the inauspicious.”™ It is not the
apotropaic methods that bring good fortune but an awareness of their form
and the appropriate performance of their ritual aspects that please heaven
and bring its rewards.

How is the reader to make sense of these views in Plum? On the one hand,
the narrator and the story clearly criticize almost every character in the book
for their behavior, and by extension, denounce late-Ming society and the
court for the same sel sh, decadent acts. e characters presented in Plum
are squarely middlebrow—marginally literate nouveau riche social climb-
ers—perhaps not the “common people” Xunzi refers to in his remarks but
certainly less wise than Confucian “gentlemen” and o cials. But if fortune
telling is used in Plum to begin a conversation about fate, human nature, and
individual agency, the resonances between human action the natural worlds’
responses to it are real. Plum is a work of such sophistication that it would be
obtuse to assert that it cannot contain contradictory or complicated a itudes
toward divination and toward Xunzi (or some similar moral vision), but the
novel’sa itude toward divination does impugn the assertion that the author
followed or asserted the views of Xunzi wholesale.

Apologies for xiaoshuo in late imperial China, whether prefatory or com-
mentary or within the novel text itself, tended to focus on the act of reading
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as a particular kind of seeing. Reading about debauched characters with a
detached air of sympathy could lead to enlightenment, some claimed, while
others warned that the allure of representation would tempt naive readers
to imitate what they encountered there.® Both apologies and accusations
reinforced the notion that xiaoshuo were for sophisticated readers only,
those who could look beyond the surface meaning to read between the lines
and to appreciate the nely wrought structure of the novel, its devices and
methods.® Reading fortunes included similar talent and implied dangers—
whether it was reading facial features, images that corresponded to them, or
dates and times of birth or interpreting obscure verses produced by an ora-
cle—there were dire consequences for those who kept only to the surface
meaning.

Fate both limits and makes room for human action. Realistic stories had
to represent mantic and apotropaic practice, and the demands of ction
required prognostication to be tantamount to foreshadowing. But characters
needed to misread or disbelieve their fates to make for an interesting tale;
they also had to have the possibility to change their fates. e story knows
that its readers, if not its characters, could discern the hidden meanings of
oracular texts, be they verse or image, and had to provide those readers with
the possibility of change. Hence, we have in Plum the repeated statement that
“you can know a man’s fate, but not his actions,” and in Stone, that “you can
know a man's face, but never his heart”®® Some stories undermine fatalism
through changing physiognomic feature, or the dates and times of birth. e
la erisre ectedin LiYusstory “A er Modifying the Eight Characters, Suf-
fering Ends and Happiness Comes” (Gai bazi kujin ganlai), in which young
yamen runner Jiang Cheng sees his bad luck unexpectedly turn into good
luck a er a hermit fortune teller jokingly modi es the eight characters of his
birth date and time. But more o en, and more poignantly, xiaoshuo remind
readers of the limits of our ability to read the world around us accurately. ~ at
is, even if we divine correctly and interpret the signs and images or texts that
are produced during divination, there is still the ma er of whimsy and the
inscrutability of human behavior.
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Chapter 2

under, Writing, and Justice

Avyoung bride in Liyang was admired by her new family for
her warmth, grace, and virtue. One day, a violent thunderbolt
struck her dead [baolei zhensi]—for no apparent reason. e
thunder continued to rumble around the bedroom. Suddenly,
with a loud crack, it sha ered her trunk. Upon inspection, it
was found that all her shoe insoles were made of paper with
writing. s shows that irreverence for writing cannot be
forgiven. Using such paper as shoe insoles, intentionally tram-
pling on it, is an extreme violation of principle.  us, heaven
speci cally demonstrated its punishment. Alas! Should we not
take heed?

—Dianshizhai Pictorial, 1896

Dianshizhai Pictorial admonished readers repeatedly to gather, burn, and
then reverently dispose of the ashes of paper withwri enwords onit.t While
this is a fascinating practice with implications for the study of language and
literature, modernization, literacy, print culture, and beyond, what interests
me here is the method of punishment.? It was clear that thunder killed people
and that it did so for retribution.  under was o en depicted in illustrations
as a god wielding both thunder/drums and lightning/ re, and worshippers
of the thunder god and practitioners of thunder rituals viewed the primary
power in a storm to be that of thunder rather than lighting.  under’s explo-
sions were more dangerous than lighting’s re, which may explain why it is
much less common to encounter the unitary word “lightning” (dian) than
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the word “thunder” (lei) in premodern texts. While lightning and thunder
occur together in nature, they are not always paired in texts.  us, | refer to
the deadly force in thunderstorms as “thunder” When someone was struck
dead by thunder, it was because they had done something considerably
naughty and needed to be punished in a public way as a warning to others. In
the example above, the justness of thunder’s execution is revealed by heaven
with a second thunderstrike, uncovering the profaned wri en word. Fate
made room for human action, but retribution for bad acts tended to be swi
and certain.

at retributory thunder strikes are among the strange events recorded
most frequently in the Shanghai newspaper Shenbao and its illustrated peri-
odical, Dianshizhai, re ects the sensationalist and moralizing impulses of
those publications. Such stories kept alive a long tradition of retributory tales,
repackaged in the late nineteenth century as news.* ey record events like
“thunder strikes those who neglect to show respect for the wri en word or
grain” and “thunder kills an un lial woman.”* Inquiries into the mechanisms
and nature of thunder/lightning, however, were less common. One such
report opens with a juxtaposition of Chinese and Western views of thunder:

e Chinese say thunder is the wrath of heaven and those who are
struck must have commi ed secret misdeeds; Westerners say when
the electricity in the human body collides with the electricity in
the atmosphere, [the person] will die, regardless of the individual’s
virtues or vices. Debates abound, but who can knock on the gates of
heaven and clarify the ma er? It is worth noting that thunder seldom
strikes loyal o cials, lial children, righteous husbands, or chaste
wives.®

An explanation of the physical principles underlying thunder’s behavior was
less convincing than the clarity of poetic justice at the end of the nineteenth
century. is account begins on a doubtful note but ends with a report of
thunder and lightning- re striking the lips o a procuress and the ears of the
brothel- male servant—precise retribution for lewd gossip.°

Dianshizhai Pictorial, like other early newspapers, took many of its
reports, or details for reports, from entertainment literature like xiaoshuo and
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brush notes, sources that modern scholars o en term “ ction” or “tales of
the strange” Anomalous accounts were entertaining, even newsworthy, but
so was debating their veracity and meaning. Ji Yun (Ji Xiaolan, 1724- 1805),
among the most sophisticated readers in the empire, records in his Percep-
tions (Yuewei caotang biji) accounts of thunder striking to death a passive-
aggressive daughter-in-law, the son of disreputable doctor, a man who wanted
to murder his mother, a man who raped a widow, and others for unknown
reasons.” Other accounts relied on thunder as a deus ex machina to point out
the guilty party when the magistrate was unable to discern him, frequently
leaving a corpse with characters burned upon it to explain the crime®  ese
accounts are just as common in epistemic literature as in entertainment lit-
erature.® e long, complex novels of the Ming and Qing o en invoke this
notion of heavenly punishment, sometimes in the disingenuous oaths of
characters, “May heaven strike me with a thunderbolt” (Tian dalei pi).*°

under’s Logic

under was unseen but not unknowable. Although it was threatening,
it operated logically, if not at predictable intervals. Many guidebooks and
manuals explained the heavenly retribution for certain misdeeds that hinted
at these forces, such as the many versions of the Tract of Taishang on Action
and Response (Taishang ganying pian), which claimed that “inside a person’s
body there are the three corpse worm/spirits (sanchong/sanshi) who on
every y-seventh day of each sixty-day cycle report a person’s crimes and
transgressions to the heavenly tribunal. On the last day of each month, the
Kitchen God (Zaoshen) also makes such a report™™  ese misdeeds might
then meet with retribution from heaven or its servants. e system of retri-
bution at work in the world was multifarious. As historian Cynthia Brokaw
has noted, “Man was on intimate, even familiar terms with the supernatural,
what with the [three corpse worms] living in his body, the Kitchen God
resident in his home, and constellations of overseer stars hovering over his
head”?  ese greater systems of moral surveillance and retribution were
panoptical but not infallible. e agents, gods, and sentient powers that
brought judgement and punishment were perceived to be open to human
manipulation, just as fate was.
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Aside from adhering to social mores, people could protect themselves
from thunder by a empting to pollute it, especially with urine or excrement.
In 1762, for instance, “thunder broke out in Huai'an and was about to strike
an old lady from an institution that cared for orphans and the poor. e old
lady had just taken 0 her trousers to pee and became worried [about the
approaching storm] so she poured out the chamber pot toward [the thun-
der]” ethunder god appeared, squa ing beside the old lady. He was about
two feet tall, with a black body, sharp beak, and gli ering wings u ering
constantly. It was not able to leave until the magistrate called in a Daoist who
chanted spells and poured clean water on the god’s head. e next day, it
rained again, and the thunder god was ableto yaway.* under can become
polluted, presumably for the same reason all god-like things can be, since
their natures are pure, and since thunder is associated with the cleanliness of
rain. But why would thunder plan to strike an old lady who cares for orphans
and the poor?

Retribution from thunder was not strange; it was the norm. But puz-
zling out its forms, mechanisms, and occasional mistakes required investi-
gating anomalous thunderstrikes. Depicting thunder as a bird-like gure was
consistent with texts designed for popular consumption such as Illustrated
Exhortations and Admonishments (Quan jie tushuo; herea er Illustrated
Admonishments), by Zou Diguang (1549-1625).* Published in 1589, it pres-
ents two hundred stories of only a few sentences each about the retribution
incurred by varieties of virtuous or dastardly behaviors. e language is very
clear and simple classical Chinese, and each story is accompanied by a wood-
block illustration. It was wri en by an o cial for consumption by general
readers. It must have been somewhat popular, since it was republished in 1594
by Wanshou Temple in Beijing, and by Anzheng Tang, a Fujian commercial
house that specialized in popular texts with an eye to either entertainment or
utility> Anzheng Tang also published medical texts, xiaoshuo, and encyclo-
pedia for daily use. ey had a broad readership and sold many books.*®

under, lacking subtlety, 0 en makes its lesson explicit. In one instance
in Illustrated Admonishments, adulterers are struck by thunder, leaving the
phrase “adultery is the ” wri en down their sides to “let the public know
[why they were punished].”*” A man who stole lumber that had been desig-
nated for a co n was similarly punished and exposed, with “Did not allow
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Fig. 4. Image of thunder Killing adulterers and leaving the words “commi ing
adultery isthe ”emblazoned on their bodies. From Illustrated Admonishments,
1589.  under seems to be accompanied by the Master of Clouds, shooting “thun-
der- re” (leihuo) or lightning from his ngertips, suggesting that the illustrator was
in uenced by the thunderbolt story later popularized in the novel e Creation of
the Gods (Fengshen yanyi), rst published circa 1605. National Archives of Japan.



family member to be buried” branded on the side of his corpse®  under
explains its reasons in writing in Illustrated Admonishments, while in other
texts, it writes on the corpse in scorched le ers “retribution for a former
life,” seemingly defending itself for striking dead people who otherwise seem
quite decent.”

Illustrated Admonishments depicts thunder as a winged humanoid with
bird-like features, carrying a hammer in one hand and an awl or stake in
the other, ying in clouds and accompanied by re (lightning) and drums,
obscured from the view of those who are about to be struck.  under seems
to be the primary retribution for lack of liality and for in delity, whereas
other punishments, such as drowning, being eaten by tigers, being made by
demonstovomit sh,and being made to eat feces ttheircrimesina ourish
of poetic justice. Some of the images in Illustrated Admonishments show the
ammunition of thunder, at times referred to as lightning- re (dianhuo), rain-
ing down on the evil doers while they are kneeling with their wrists bound
behind their backs in a recognizable pose of one about to be executed with a
sword.  ere must have been some confusion or collation with the vengeful
shashen, another bird-like spirit or demon that would return to the scene of a
death to collect a soul, killing all in its path.

e thunder god’s origins are detailed in the early seventeenth-century
novel Canonization of the Gods (Fengshen yanyi). Ji Chang nds a baby on
Mount Yan a er a thunderstorm and leaves it with the Daoist Master of the
Clouds (Yunzhong Zi) to raise for seven years until he can return to fetch
the boy (chapter 10). Seven years later, the boy, nicknamed underbolt
(Leizhen),issentto ndaweapon so that he may assist his father, but instead
he nds two delicious apricots. A er eating them, he sprouts wings and bird
feet, grows twenty feet tall, and is given a golden cudgel (chapter 21). With a
blue face, green body, red hair, and fangs, he ghts alongside Nezha and other
gods under the command of Jiang Ziya. Oddly, he a acks not with thunder
but only with his cudgel, while it is Master of the Clouds who emits thunder
from his ngers (chapter 52). s last image, with thunder accompanied by
Master of the Clouds (or a similar deity) shooting thunder- re from their

ngers explains the woodblock depictions featured in roughly contempora-
neous moral tracts such as llustrated Admonishments.
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Fig. 5. A page from the medical manuscript Magic Amulets Prompting the Gods
to Come Down (Jiangshen lingfu). At the end of the section on sha and eliminat-

ing evil is this talisman, which looks like the bird-demon sha but also the god of
thunder. Berlin Library Unschuld Collection, Slg. 8812.

e overlap between the didactic Hlustrated Admonishments and the fan-
tastical myths of Canonization of the Gods reinforced some aspects of thun-
der but le many questions unanswered.?’ Did it have moral agency? Was
it fallible? In the example from Dianshizhai above, when the wife of Liyang
was struck dead, “no one could understand the reason” (mojie gigu), suggest-
ing that thunder has thoughts. Presumably, heaven takes reports from spirit/
corpse worms and others, the way the earthly emperor receives reports from
his ministers and then orders thunder to mete out punishment. e entry
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for thunder in many daily-use encyclopedias consider thunder an omen:
“If there is thunder without clouds, it foretells sudden upheaval or commo-
tion.”# Others say thunder forewarns of “sickness, bandits, and the like."??

is text is repeated, almost unchanged, in subsequent editions of encyclope-
dias for decades, but by the middle of the eighteenth century, some reprinted
(or pirated) editions changed the image of thunder from a bird-like gure to
an abstract representation. Perhaps editors of encyclopedias were beginning
to lose faith in the thunder god and beginning to see thunder as a more nat-
ural phenomenon.

Li le of thunder’s public displays of retribution would be clear with-
out the helpful inscription of writing on the corpses he punishes and leaves
exposed. O en though, these messages were indecipherable. Shen Gua
writes, “When | was in Handong, two men were struck dead by a thunder-
bolt in the garden of the local magistrate’s house on the day of the Qingming
festival. Two words were found under their armpits, which were shaped like
cypress leaves and looked as if they were painted with an ink brush. Nobody
could discern these two characters.”? Why would heaven send a message
explaining its actions and exposing crimes in garbled words? Everyone rec-
ognized the charred marks on bodies and pillars and other struck things as
words. But what words were they? Huang Liuhong, writing in his handbook
for local o cials about how to investigate corpses for evidence of foul play,
states, “In the area where thunder strikes, the skin and esh will be hardened
and black. . .. Some victims bear what seems to be, on the chest or shoulders,
great-seal-character writing.”?* Huang apparently was paraphrasing from the
handbook for coroners, Washing away Wrongs (Xiyuan lu), which contains
identical information. Although wri en characters are unintelligible, in this
case the medium is truly the message.

ere was widespread discussion in texts about the possible miscarriage of
thunder’s justice. What explanation could be given for the inconsistent pun-
ishment of the wicked and the casual disaster brought to the innocent? One
possibility was that the messengers of heaven were fallible. Ji Yun seems to
think that thunder generally does not strike crowded places, expressly to avoid
collateral damage. He writes that a thunderbolt once struck a house where
his cousin was staying, and the next day, he discovered holes the size of a coin
in the east and west walls of the house. is was the thunder god pursuing
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demons, he concludes: “Generally, thunder that strikes people comes down
from the sky.  under that strikes demons, 0 en moves horizontally, to chase
a erthose that ee [it]. As for ordinary thunder, it is the earth’s gi accumulat-
ing and surging upward.” But it seems that Ji Yun also suspects that thunder is
a naturally occurring phenomenon. He writes that he has seen thunder come
down from the sky and he has seen it rise up from the earth, both like smoke
and vapor, gathering in density until there wasa ash and a boom, exactly like
the ring of a cannon. Yet all these instances, Ji says, occurred in uninhabited
areas. It is not that heaven fears killing people but that thunder occurs where
qgi accumulates: “Where people gather, the gi of heaven and earth ows freely,
and where it ows, it doesn’t accumulate. So how could there be thunder?”%

ereisli le tension in the comingling of supernatural and natural logic
here. Ji Yun sees physical phenomena, the gi of heaven and earth, behaving
according to recurring principles.  ose natural pa erns may or may not
re ect the will of heaven. Yet the god of thunder chases demons. Ji admits,
however, that there are targeted thunderstrikes that come from heaven
above, and he recalls an anecdote he heard as a child about how Li Shanren
was struck dead by thunder and his body was found kneeling upright, look-
ing up at the sky with red script on his back, the characters entangled and
unrecognizable.?

Ji Yun also o ers evidence for his argument that retributory thunder
comes from above and natural thunder from earth. He tells of a big storm in
the sixth month of the tenth year of the Yongzheng reign (1732) in which a
villager was struck by thunder and killed. e local magistrate, Ming Sheng,
arrested and questioned a man about why he bought so much gunpowder at
the market recently, many times the amount needed for a hunting excursion
of afewdays. e magistrate elicited a confession from the man that he had
murdered the husband of a woman with whom he was having ana air. Ming
Sheng then explainsthatthee ects of a thunderbolt cannot be faked with less
than thirty pounds of gunpowder.  is must be mixed with sulfur (liuhuang)
and charcoal powder to produce an explosion. It was then high summer, not
the New Year when recrackers are let o , so very few people were buying
sulfur. e magistrate had secretly sent someone to the marketplace to nd
out who was buying sulfur in large quantities, and the answer came back that
it was thisman. e magistrate was asked how he knew that the thunderbolt
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had been faked. He replied, “When thunder strikes people, it comes down
from above and does not split the ground open. Even when it destroys a
house, it’s from top to bo om. But here, the thatched roof and ra ers were
sent ying up in the air, and the top of the kang was also blowno . us, it
was clear that the explosion came from below.” e murderer relies on the
common knowledge that thunder rises up out of the ground, not realizing the
distinction that when it strikes people it comes from above. Ji Yun recorded
this event about  y-seven years a er it was purported to have happened,
suggesting that the insight of the magistrate to contravene this bit of common
knowledge was considered remarkable. e extraordinary event in this story
is not the perpetrator’s ability to smuggle so much gunpowder into the home
of his lover’s husband or to make it explode at the very moment there was a
thunderstorm, but the magistrate’s perception of the ruse. If thunder reveals
its intentions in striking villains in some accounts, here the clever magistrate
reveals that this was not heaven’s will but the actions of a villain who did not
understand the properties of thunder.

under was not infallible. Tales Overheard (Ertan, 1602) and its catego-
rized expansion, Ertan leizeng (1603), recount thunder striking dead a person
riding a reddish-colored horse. Shortly a er, another person riding a similar
horse in the same place was also struck dead.  at night, the rst horse rider
returned to life. People who heard about it said that a voice came from the sky
saying, “ at was a mistake. It was supposed to be the second rider” Follow-
ing this, a host of demons took the rst corpse and “blew gi into his rectum
and stimulated his nose, so that the qi would come out [reviving him]. Oth-
ers urged himnotto le a complaint against the thunder division.”? Despite
the serious investigations into the mechanisms of thunder in these texts, this
account seems to take a satirical stance, questioning the infallibility of thun-
der and also resuscitation methods.

Huang Liuhong, writing in the last decades of the seventeenth century,
refers to the restraint of thunder as an example of the temperament expected
of good magistrates: “ e world is not perfect and is full of rogues and crim-
inals, just as a forest is full of tigers and wolves. Society is fraught with injus-
tice as the jungle is fraught with danger. If the magistrate is obsessed with
the complete elimination of all rogues and criminals in society, he should
ponder why heaven does not eradicate all the tigers and wolves in the forest
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with a thunderbolt”? In a similar line of thinking many pondered why thun-
der would strike down cows in the eld. Hong Mai (1123-1202) wondered
why thunderbolts kill dogs or chickens at times, remarking that “the crimes
of dogs are unknowable.”® It was unclear if Hong Mai presumed that the
dog was a reincarnated human who had not fully atoned for his misdeeds,
but he may have been, like others, objectively curious why cows would be
struck down inthe eld. Huang must have known arguments that all natural
phenomena can be explained by stimulus and response (ganying): “When
people do bad things, there is bad gi that clashes with the bad qi of heaven-
and-earth and then brings on death by shock.  under is the angry gi of
heaven-and-earth.”

Ji Yun illuminates debates surrounding thunder, justice, and the cir-
culation of information in a discussion about the evil eunuch Wei Zhong-
xian (1568-1627). It was common knowledge, according to Ji, that Wei had
a empted, nearly a century and a half earlier, to avoid arrest by secretly keep-
ing an incredibly fast horse to escape on and a doppelganger of himself who
could be executed in his stead. Ji writes that Wei could escape neither the
laws of man nor the retribution of heaven: “I think [that theory] is a load
of nonsense. In terms of the way of heaven, unless we are deceived about
the thoroughness of divine justice, there is absolutely no reason why [Wei]
should have been spared. From the point of view of the realities of life on
earth, Wei Zhongxian strode about the court for seven years, so who did not
know him?” He surely would have been recognized, trussed up, and brought
to the authorities had he tried to escape justice. Had he been decent, like the
overthrown Jianwen emperor, perhaps loyalists would have taken him in and
hidden him, but “in contrast, Wei Zhongxian's barbarity stank to heaven and
his poison infected the whole land” erefore, Ji Yun rmly rejects the idea
that Wei escaped heaven’s justice. Apparently, it was not common knowledge
in 1791, even to Ji Yun, one of the most widely read people in the empire, that
Wei Zhongxian commi ed suicide in 1627 and that a year later, the details
of Wei's end were published in o cial accounts and entertainment literature
(xiaoshuo) accounts.

Ji Yun struggles to explain how heaven does not punish all crimes. He
writes about fox spirits who escape thunderbolts. How could the way of
heaven allow these licentious foxes to escape? How could heaven allow them
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to know the preordained date and time they were scheduled to be executed?
If foxes did have foreknowledge and escape, why wouldn’t heaven execute
them at some other time?

Indeed, not to follow up with punishment would be miscarriage of
justice, which is again inconsistent with the way of heaven. Is there

a plausible theory to explain this? I happened across an entry about
the burning of a drought demon [hanba] and two entries about foxes
eluding [thunderbolts] in Compiled Notes om Evening Chats [Yetan
conglu] by a contemporary writer.® | record [here] my doubts, to
await future inspection by scholars investigating things and interro-
gatingpa erns.

Ji questioned the veracity of some of the information he encountered in
various biji and miscellanies, and by implication, he generally expected to
encounter reliable information in them. But there were limits to his curiosity
and his incredulity. He questions the possibility that licentious fox spirits are
so clever that they can elude the justice of heaven’s thunder, but he does not
a empt to replace common knowledge with a more plausible theory.

Ji, unaware that Wei had commi ed suicide, was con dent that Wei
Zhongxian's crimes were so extreme that he would certainly have been pun-
ished by heaven. Wei, like the fox spirits, should not be able to evade heaven.
Ji recounts a story from Wang Yuefang, who told of a violent storm that
shook the Confucian temple in Wen An.  under and lightning lled the
sky. Wang Zhugqi, the director of studies, thought this strange and entered
the temple, where he saw a huge centipede crawling over the sage’s spirit
tablet. He grabbed it with tongs and threw it down the steps, where it was
immediately struck by thunder and killed. e sky cleared and he investi-
gated the centipede, nding the characters “Wei Zhongxian” inscribed in
red on its back. Ji Yun then states, “It is said so, and | tend to believe it”®
How much sarcasm is implied in this statement is unclear, and Ji Yun’s
point is simply that Wei Zhongxian, like evil fox spirits, cannot avoid heav-
en’s punishment. But this piece rings familiar, invoking as it does thunder
striking huge centipedes, reports of which were common. Moreover, this
anecdote, like many others, also raises the question of thunder’s engravings,
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making explicit the judgement implied in any thunderstrike. But why did
thunder not dispense justice to everyone who deserved it? To cite just one
1884 account from Dianshizhai Pictorial:*

Within the four seas, those who use poisons to harm people are with-
out limit, yet heaven is unable to punish themall. e reason heaven
neglects to punish some is unfathomable. In Cixi, one day, the
heavens suddenly became black, wind and rain intertwined, light-
ning ashing and thunderbolts following. Residents sat anxiously

in their homes, as if they could hear something in the sky ba ling
with the thunder and lightning. A er a short while, the rain stopped
and the sky cleared, revealing a giant centipede, half in the river and
half hanging on the hillside, apparently struck dead by lightning. Its
length was unknown, and its width was about three feet, truly an
extraordinary and monstrous creature.>

Centipedes were tantamount to, or perhaps created by, poisoners (see chapter
5).  ere were too many of both for heaven to eliminate all of them. Perhaps
it was because bugs, like dragons, had a special relationship with thunder that
it took so long for thunder to grapple with the giant centipede in this account.

Li Shizhen explains that when bugs drink rainwater in late autumn, they
hide and go into hibernation. By spring, “when they hear thunderclaps, they
rise from hibernation and come out again.”® Bugs respond to natural markers
of seasons passing, but their relation to thunder is deeper than just clocking
time. Li Shizhen quotes and edits an account recorded in “Idle Views from a
Secluded Study” (Dunzhai), a collection of brush notes from the Northern
Song dynasty wri en by Chen Zhengmin that Li must have read secondhand
in the late-Yuan collection and brush notes Purlieus of Exposition.® Li, again
quoting a text modern scholars might consider to be “ ction,” read this story
for its useful information. He excised the words struck through:

” . " ian: e bivingd :
xt-He-tote-hirmthat [ Yang Mian] in his prime got a strange illness.

Whenever he said something to-answerfa gtestiont; this was right

away echoed by a low voice in his abdomen. Over time, the voices
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became louder and louder. A Daoist witnessed this and said, fright-

ened: “ isisan echo bug [yingsheng chong] ¢)-Hthisisnotetred
seon;twitbe transferrec-to-your wife-ane-chiteren-You should

read the Bencao. When you come to [a substance] that the bug does
not repeat, you should ingest it” [Yang] Mian die-asfthe-Daoist}hae-
satet+He read [the list of drugs in the Bencao] and when he reached
thunderbolt mushroom [leiwan], the bug did not respond. He
ingested several servings [of leiwan] and was cured.*

e cure, and understanding the point of the story, relies on the common
knowledge that bugs, like dragons, respond to the call of thunder—or the
ingestion of physical manifestations of thunder, as thunderbolt mushrooms
were believed to be.* Li Shizhen, removing the suspense and some details
unrelated to the facts of leiwan, not only reads the story as fact but ensures
that his readers will do so as well. Li Ruzhen (1763-18307?), author of the 1828
novel Flowers in the Mirror (Jinghua yuan), may have been one of these read-
ers, since his character Tang Ao expels parasitic worms from a young woman
with the use of thunderbolt mushroom.*?

e mechanism of thunder was still somewhat mysterious as were its
resonances among certain animals. Li writes that when the tusks of an ele-
phant (xiang) feel thunder, pa erns arise on them in a manner analogous to
pa ernsarising in celestial phenomena (also pronounced xiang) in response
to gi.® ese pa erns, created in a response to thunder, are what made ele-
phant’s tusks good medicine for eliminating evil, expelling the strange, and
curing bewilderment caused by demons. Other animals were also responsive
to thunder—some going underground at the sound of thunder and there
transforming into something else. Snakes and pheasant eggs, for instance,
were thought to transform into  ood dragons. Tadpoles lost their tails at the
sound of thunder, and clams shrank.  under was a mechanism of justice,
and it was a catalyst of change.

under/Gods

e relationship between thunder gods and thunder is not at all clear. Like
dragons and dragon spirits, thunder and thunder gods seemed to coexist in
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the popular imaginary without much con ict. Perhaps at some time in antig-
uity the god anthropomorphized unseen forces by giving them physical, ani-
mal shape, but over time, the connection between the two became fuzzier.
Even in antiquity, Wang Chong (27-97 ce), in his Balanced Inquiries (Lun-
heng), took issue with the possibility that thunder, or thunder gods, have a
representable image:

When painters represent thunder, [he/it] has the form of many
drums joined together. ey also paint a man who looks very strong
and call him  under God [Leigong]. Holding the linked drums in
hisle hand, he swings a hammer with his right, as if ready to strike.
It means that the rolling sound of thunder is produced by the drums
knocking together, and that the sudden crashing noise is the blow of
the hammer. When a man is killed, he is struck with the drums and
the hammer at the same time. People in the world believe this and
do not doubt it. But if we get at the bo om of it, we nd that these
images are mere fabrications. ... e divine is formless and moves
without limits, hence it is called divine. Now, if ~ under God has a
form and thunder has a device, how can they be divine? If it is form-
less, it cannot be depicted; if it has form, it cannot be called divine.**

Wang Chong’s argument here is not that there is no thunder god but rather
that this could not be an accurate portrait of him. If spirits are di use and
incorporeal, then they cannot be seen, and if they can be seen, they have a
body and are not spirits. Wang Chong was taking issue not with thunder
being a spirit with agency and will but with the notion that such a spirit
would have a physical form. Envisioning thunder was not the problem; see-
ing it was. Using the same reasoning, he goes on to suggest that there is no
dragon spirit: “ e best proof that, as a fact, there is no [dragon] god is that it
can be pictorially represented.” Wang Chong makes it clear that dragons are
animals, foremost among the scaly creatures, but not spirits.

Wang Chong postulated that thunder is an “outburst of solar gi” (taiyang
zhi jigi). Like later observers, Wang notes that this qi rises in the spring and
reaches its height in summer, when there are sudden claps of thunder. In
autumn and winter, yang declines, and with it, thunder retires:
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At the height of summer the sun does its business, but yin seeks to
intercede. Yin and yang contend and become entangled; entangled
there are outbursts and shooting; the outbursts and shooting lead to
danger [lit., poison]. A man caught in the middle of this struggle is
struck dead, a tree caught in the middle is split, a house caught in the
middle is demolished. How can one prove it? Take some water and
pouritontoa re used for smelting and casting. e gi will explode
with a sound like thunder. . .. Heaven and Earth are a great furnace;
yang gi isan immense re, clouds and rain are copious water.*®

Wang Chong also discussed the nature of traces le by a thunder strike.
He argues that because the charred writing is illegible, thunder is not pun-
ishment sent by heaven. When heaven wishes to make itself known to man,
its messages are perfectly clear.*” Wang writes that it is common knowledge
that thunder splits trees, demolishes houses, and occasionally kills people
because it is either fetching a dragon or punishing people for their hidden
faults: “Everyone, no ma er whether intelligent or stupid, says so. But if we
look into the ma er rationally, we nd that this is all nonsense.™®

Wang Chong'sa empt to argue against the common knowledge that thun-
der gods create thunder or that thunder is the growl of an angry heaven does
not seem to have been adopted by many. Although Wang argues that thunder
gods wielding drums and hammers to create thunder are a human invention,
thunder god rituals were practiced locally and at court well into the early mod-
ern period.  under god rituals were popular and institutional. O cial and
anecdotal records narrate how the emperor himself was personally confronted
with the wrath of the  under Division.  under shook the court of the rst
Ming emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang (1328-98), who witnessed the thunder god
inside the Forbidden City in 1380. In his own words, on the eve of the  h day
of the  h month, “thunder has struck at Prudence Hall. We, the emperor,
are very frightened by it”  inking that thunder struck because he had not
done enough good deeds, Zhu issued a general amnesty for all prisoners.*
A month later, the magnitude of the event was con rmed when Zhu issued
another decree, in which he openly assumed guilt by saying that he lacked
virtue and had neglected sacri ces to his ancestors, inviting thunderstrikes.*°

e in uence of the event had a powerful e ect on the cultural imagination,
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occasioning stories and other adaptations. e late Ming author Qian Xiyan
(1562—-1638) retells the story in which thunder struck unexpectedly right in
front of the hall where the emperor was seated. e emperor beheld a gure
three feet tall, with a dark blue body, wings, and ashing eyes. It bowed to the
emperor and then soared o into the sky and disappeared. is story revises
the emperor’s own account, explaining his authority over the gods of thunder
but also popularizes the historical account via xiaoshuo.*

under had long been perceived as both a bene cial and a harmful
force, a welcome sign of rain and an unexpected cause of destruction.  un-
der magic was a humana empt to ritually harness thunder’s benevolent and
destructive powers to bring relief in times of drought and also to destroy ill-
nessdemons.  edivinization of thunder was already well established in clas-
sical times, as evidenced by its discussion by Wang Chong.®? Magicians who
summoned thunder to various ends appear in sources as far back as the Han
dynasty.> Natural forces continued to be mediated both by thunder gods and
human masters of thunder rituals for centuries. Du Guangting’s (850-933)
Traditions of Responsive Encounters with Divine Transcendents (Shenxian ganyu
zhuan), a collection of tales relating meetings between Daoist transcendents
and humans, includes a biography of Ye Qianshao. When Ye was a young
man, the thunder god appeared and transmi ed to him a scroll that enabled
its possessor to bring down thunder and rain and to cure sickness for the
bene tofmankind.® e power to control thunder was, accordingto o cial
documents, no myth; the Ming Histories record that Liu Yuanran (1351-1432),
the Ming founder’s last known Daoist advisor, was “quite accomplished in
calling wind and summoning thunder.”*® Some ritual masters called upon the
thunder god and some were able to summon thunder itself.

By the late eighteenth century, at least as recorded in biji and zhigual,
the thunder god had mostly disappeared or become the bu of humorous
accounts. In the work of Pu Songling, and Yuan Mei (1716-97), the thunder
god is repelled with the contents of chamber pots, has his awl stolen, and is
generally described with scorn, perhaps suggesting, as Ji Yun makes explicit,
that thunder was a natural force wielded by heaven and not men or gods as
many people still believed.*® Perhaps it was the contending in  uences of enter-
tainment literature—raising gods from the status of demons and making them
powerful protagonists, as in Canonization of the Gods in the late Ming and the
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Fig. 6. Sa Zhenren (a.k.a. Sa Tianshi), folk god, performs thunder rites to exorcise
plague demons. From e Enchanted Date (Qie wudai sa zhenren de dao zhouzao ji)
16b—17a by Deng Zhimo (1603). e caption reads, “With a wave of his immortal fan,
he instantly brings the sick man back from the dead; [using the] method of thunder,
he eradicates all the plague demonsina ash.” National Diet Library, Tokyo.

mid-Qing accounts in brush-note literature—that either derided the thunder

god or sought secular explanations for the machinations of thunder that con-

tributed to a sense that thunder gods had become gures of fantasy and satire.
under and Healing

In addition to its associations with dragons, bugs, destruction, and justice,

thunder also was called upon by healers to drive out iliness demons or plague
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demons since at least the Tang dynasty. But thunder was also invoked for
more personal illnesses, usually in the form of wri en talismans. Talismans
a est to the power of the wri en Chinese character. Talismans were 0 en
prescribed along with pharmaceuticals. e talisman was burned and its
ashes ingested, a er which the drugs guided the talisman to the right place
in the body to apply itse ects. Simpler character talismans, by contrast, were
0 en not meant to be taken internally but to be applied to a surface such as
adoor, wri en on water in a bowl that was to be ingested, or wri en directly
onto the body with ink or water.>

e combined characters of “water” and “ghost,” “rain” and “ghost,” and
“thunder” and “ghost” constitute many of the talismans found in apotropaic
manuscripts and daily life encyclopedias. We see thunder and rain in many
talismans of the “elaborate” (huafu or fushi) type that combine images and
characters. With rain Y ontop and ghost onthebo omle ,thebo om
right seems to have been the place to write what one hoped for.  is may
have evolved into the character for thunder / lightninglei 7/, which had
a similar shape, especially when exaggerated with a ourish as was common
in talismans.

Water, thunder, and Chinese characters all combined for powerful healing
magic. In one manuscript, we see “amulets to be drawn on ulcers” (huachuang
fushi) and “ink method for spells wri en on ulcers (huachuang zhou mofa).”®

ese amulets have the character for thunder, lei , to theirle . e nal
stroke of the character lei is drawn far to the right, creating the character dian

_lightning. and creating an ink border below one of the seven following
characters wri en to the right of the amulet: shou & (to gather), tui  (to
withdraw), zhan  (tocut),sha  (tokill),jiT (quickly), xiao  (to van-
ish), mie  (to perish). e meaning of these amulets seems straightforward
given that they were used to treat an ulcer or tumor. Other talismans are sim-
ilar in shape but less clear in mechanism. Again, the character for thunder
is on the le , with a long, sweeping stroke across the bo om and a smaller
character to the right: “dragon”  “tiger” N , or “wind” ,asseenin gure
2.6. e method of “drawing [an amulet on] an ulcer” is as follows: First, an
amulet is drawn on the door.  en it is drawn on the ulcer with “sourceless
water” (wugen shui, di erent kinds of water are discussed in chapter 4). e
seven talismans mentioned above are then to be wri en one a er the other,
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Fig. 7. (le ) A page from the Manuscript on Apotropaic Healing” (Zhuyou chao-
ben) depicting talismans made of the Chinese character for thunder (lei ),
designed to be taken internally. e talisman on the right seems to incorporate
rotated lu and ma characters on either side. e talisman onthele is anked

by the phrase“ e Five unders Have Arrived; Ghosts and Deities, Retreat

Swi ly!” Another item in this manuscript, “method to use a mat as a cloud reach-
ing everywhere” (tong bian xi yun fa), may be related to Sun Wukong’s ability to
stride on clouds in the novel Journey to the West. Berlin Library Unschuld collec-
tion, BUC 8806.

Fig. 8. (right) A page from the medical manuscript Text on Apotropaic Healing
(Zhuyou shu), featuring talismans made of the Chinese character “thunder” (lei

) 42b. is manuscript also contains a “thunder bill to arrest demons” (Juna
xiemo leipiao); Berlin Library Unschuld collection, Slg. 8650.


















Chapter 3

Dragons and Bugs

In the early summer of 1519,a er heavy rain in Jiangxi, Poyang
Lake rose, and Xiaogu Mountain disappeared. A er the water
receded, one dead black dragon and over twenty water mon-
sters were found. Soon a er, Zhu Chenhao rebelled and was
captured in Fanyang.

—Shen Defu, Uno cial Gleanings om the Wanli Era

Lantai said that once, on a clear day, he looked up and saw
adragon ying from west to east. Its head and horns were
roughly the same as those depicted in drawings, but its four
legs were spread out and shaking, as if it were rowing a boat
with four oars. Its tail was at and wide, gradually becoming
thinner at the end, resembling both a snake and a sh. Its belly
was pure white like a piece of silk. Seeing a dragon during
rainy weather is not uncommon, but to witness one with such
clarity on a day without clouds, wind, rain, lightning, or thun-
der is truly remarkable. Recording this enriches knowledge
about the natural world.

—Ji Yun, Perceptions

Dragons were a category problem. Many texts agreed that “nothing is as ling
as a dragon,” but what did that mean?* Ling referred to numinous or spiri-
tual things that were imperfectly knowable and likely associated with other
powerful but unseen forces. But ling also meant “potent” or even “lustful,” as
made explicit in texts such as Xie Zhaozhe's Five Miscellanies, which asserts
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Chapter 4

Water, Connoisseurship,
and Curiosity

“According to the people of our region, the way to get source-
less water is to take a container to a river or awell, Ilitwith
water, and go straight back to the house without spilling a
drop or looking back. When you return to the house, that will
be considered sourceless water with which the person who is
sick may take the medicine.”

“But both well water and river water,” said Sun Wukong,
“have sources.  at’s not what | mean by sourceless water”

—Wu Cheng’en, Journey to the West, chapter 69

It was widely known that dragons were a source of water.  at was why duti-
ful o cials for hundreds of years sacri ced to dragon king temples in times
of drought and fearful farmers prayed to dragons for rain.! It is also why Sun
Wukong asks Aoguang, the dragon king of the Eastern Ocean, for some of his
saliva—the real sourceless water. While the satire of this passage from Journey
to the West is largely about feeding a foreign king dragon spit and horse urine,
it also hints at some very real debates about the nature of water and its di er-
ent kinds and properties. Consider this passage from e Story of the Stone:

“Is this tea made with last year’s rainwater too?” Daiyu asked her.

Adamantina looked scornful. “Oh! You are so vulgar. Can you
really not tell the di erence? | am quite disappointed inyou. isis
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Chapter 5

Unseen Practices

Ancient people, in their foolishness, created gu poison for
wealth. ey would take a hundred bugs and place them in
ajar. A erayear, they would open it. Inevitably, one insect
would have devoured all the others.  iswas called “gu.”
It could become invisible like ghosts and spirits, bringing
misfortune to people, yet it was still merely an insect demon.
When it bit people to death, it might emerge from various
ori cesofthebody. e peoplewould then catchitand dry it
inthesun. osesu ering from gu would burn it to ashes and
consume them, as it was ama er of like subduing like. Itis
also said that any gu insect can treat gu. Knowing the name of
thegusu cesto cure it. For example, snake gu can be treated
with centipede gu, centipede gu with frog gu, and frog gu with
snake gu, as they subdue each other and can thus be treated.
—Systematic Compendium

Understanding why someone was ill was tantamount to trying to read the
unseen—the proximal, distal, and ultimate forces of life—the immediate
surroundings, the supernatural world, and the retributory debts from previ-
ous lives or ancestors. Elite medicine usually relied on the paradigm of sys-
tematic correspondence (of elements and organs, such as between re and
the liver) to understand bodily imbalance or dysfunction. Vernacular med-
icine, on the other hand, entertained broader views in its understanding of
the relationship between the cosmos and the body. Vernacular knowledge
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Chapter 6

Animating Forces

e stories the old folks in my village told were mysterious
and scary, but quite spellbinding. In those stories there was
no clear dividing line between living and dead people, neither
was there one between animals and plants; even various ob-
jects like a broom, a human hair, or a tooth that had fallen out
could, when the time was ripe, acquire supernatural powers.

—NMo Yan, Nobel laureate in literature

is book has considered some of the ways people investigated the unseen,
rarely seen, or overlooked. ese topics of inquiry—the future and aus-
piciousness, thunder and wind, secretive medicine and poison, dragons,
water—all include human bodies in one way or another. O cials exposed
their naked bodies to pray for rain. Physiognomers read the face to determine
fate. Dragons and worms infested bodies. How the body related to and func-
tioned within the matrix of forces between the seen and unseen realms, the
human and the numinous, was implicated in all of these inquiries. Animating
forces are of key concern here. What is the di erence between a body that is
alive and one that is dead? What transformation takes place in the moment of
death? We are always gathering rst-hand information about our bodies, and
yet, as a natural object, what makes it go is elusive and inscrutable.
Prescriptions that are meant to nourish or extend life, rather than to cure
illness, usually occur in certain kinds of texts, not in elite medical discourse.*
Ingredients tend to employ a sympathetic logic: urine from young boys, ne
cream, chrysanthemums, gold and jade, cinnabar and mercury, and so on.
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Conclusion

In the spirit of looking for information in commentaries, appendices, and
supplements, let us consider one last example demonstrating readers’ uses
of xiaoshuo that will aid us in imagining just how great the variety of early
modern readers was. A healer, making a manuscript for his own use, tran-
scribed passages from a contemporary novel, Quell the Bandits (Dangkou
zhi).!  eauthor of the manuscript, “Yi of Shanggu” (Shanggu Yi), likely was
writing either a er the 1871 publication of the novel in Shanghai or a er its
circulation increased when it was republished by the newspaper publisher
Shenbaoguan in 1883. e novel had been published earlier in Suzhou and
Guangzhou, but the Taiping general Li Xiucheng (1823-1864) took Suzhou
in 1860 and ordered that all copies of Quell the Bandits be con scated and its
printing blocks destroyed.? e author of the medical manuscript observed
taboos against writing the name of the emperor, so he probably wrote before
1911, the end of the Qing dynasty, although there were loyalists a er the fall
who observed wri en taboos of a prior era.?

Quell the Bandits is a complex and fascinating novel, one that is very much
of its time and shocking, in a way, for undoing the point and ethos of an ear-
lier work. Like many of the texts discussed in this book, it is a “sequel” to
another work that it seeks to supplement, correct, or complete, in this case
the foundational Ming novel Outlaws of the Marsh (Shuihu zhuan), to which
the author Yu Wanchun (1794-1849) added another seventy chapters.*

Outlaws of the Marsh chronicles 108 Robin Hood-like heroes and heroines
who, based in the marshes of Liangshan, fought for their cause of romantic
fraternity in de ance of the imperial call for law and order. Among the most
popular xiaoshuo in early modern China, Outlaws was condemned from time
to time for spreading treasonous thought. Quell the Bandits sought to repudi-
ate the “bandit ideology” of Outlaws; its heroes and heroines rise to serve the
Song court and succeed in eliminating other rebels and their ethos. Its con-
servatism aside, Quell the Bandits addresses a range of issues that became the
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Chinese Character Glossary

Proper nouns, including medicines, are capitalized. Texts that are not in the
bibliography are listed here and italicized.

ai 0
Ao Shun

ba

bagua ~ *

bai

Baihai

bantian he shui, thin ©
banxia,

baolei zhensi 0
Beimeng suoyan” I
BencaoshiyiK 2

bi gudu shenfang
bianhuanwuchang Kk
biji

bixie

bu

budao 3

buke =

bugiuren® ~ w
buzhishishiz ~ t
buzhi tuiye biye s ~
buzhiren® = =
buzhirenshiz ~ st

Cao Cao
Cehou congtan

chaiziK a

Changpu

changshi yu quwei e
Chen Cangaqi

Chen Hongshou

Chen Shou

Chen Tuan

Chen Zhengmin L
ChengHua é s

Cheng Yi

chong (bug)

chong (gun/ rearm)
chong (meridian)
Chongzhen

chongzhu

chuangi  #
chuanxinguan p
cidaozhong , ¢
Congshu Jicheng e
Cui Wei gong zhuan B
cusiA O

dahuang'!

daliuren! y &

Dan Minglunn =
Dangkou zhi "H
danshashuifak & 3






























Notes

When quoting from the Bencao gangmu, | follow the original Chinese and cite chapter
andentry (e.g., 14.28). My translations follow Paul Unschuld’s with emendations where
possible, though much of this manuscript was wri en before his translations were pub-
lished. ereader can nd Unschuld’s translations of the passages I cite by looking up
the same chapter and entry in his complete translation: Li Shizhen, Ben Cao Gang Mu,
the complete Chinese text translated and annotated by Paul U. Unschuld, 9 vols., Uni-
versity of California Press (2021-24).

Introduction

Epigraph: Bencao gangmu (Systematic compendium), chapter 41, entry 18 (herea er,
citations to chapter and entry number for this work will be set as chapter.entry, for
example, as 41.18).

1. isistrue also of the classics. Li quotes the Book of Songs over a hundred
times, but also the Mencius, Book of Changes, and others.

2. Unschuld, introduction to Li Shizhen, A Catalog of Benevolent Items, 8.

3. ereissome debate about the meaning of the title, since it is like that of Duan
Chengshi’s (d. 863) miscellany titled Miscellaneous Morsels om Youyang (You-
yang zazu). Xie explains in his preface that he is discussing weaving together of
information from di erent genres like making ribbons woven from ve colored

threads.
4. Xie, Wuzazu, juan 1, “Heaven”
5. Shenbao O (newspaper). “Lun leiji longjian ershi —ot [On

thunderbolts and dragons: two accounts]. July 16, 1877.
6. Lam, “Premodern Fiction and Fiction Collections,” 249.
7. Shenbao O (newspaper). “linghuayuan chushou” =~ [Flowersin
the Mirror goes on sale]. December 29, 1880.
8. West and Idema, introduction to Wang Shifu, e Story of the Western Wing, 3.
9. Rolston, review of e Story of the Western Wing.
10. For translation and commentary of “Yingying’s Story,” see Yu, Bol, Owen, and
Peterson, eds. Ways with Words, 173-201.
1. issummary is adapted from Lanselle, “ is Fearful Object of Desire,” 206.
12. For a book-length discussion of paintings with these kinds of multilayered
meanings, see Wu Hung, e Double Screen.
13. Again, this is mostly Lanselle’s summary; see “  is Fearful Object of Desire,” 207.
14. Guidebooks speci cally for merchants included titles such as Guide for Mer-
chants and Traders (Shanggu zhinan) and A Reference Book for Merchants and
Traders (Shanggu painlan). One was titled Categories of Essential Concern for
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