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Canaan Ross Owens Morse
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Reading With the Ear: Oral Narrative Dynamics as Textual Rhetoric in Ming Vernacular
Short Fiction

Abstract: This dissertation attempts a new reading of the earliest of the Ming-dynasty texts known
as huaben - prosimetric short stories written in a vernacularized idiom that imitate the narrative mode
of oral storytelling - by exploring a mode of reading sensitive to the unique demands of their
peculiar narrative structure and composition. Noting how mainstream scholarly conceptions of the
huaben and their potential relationship to genuine oral storytelling traditions have been limited by the
textual bias of literary studies, it introduces theoretical breakthroughs from folklore and oral
narrative studies that recognize the distinctive ways in which oral narrative dynamics can be
reproduced in print as textual rhetoric for users who know how to reconstruct the context of
performance as a mode of reading. It also incorporates case studies from the author’s own fieldwork
on the contemporary northern Chinese storytelling genre known as pzngshu, a vital and adaptive
tradition of oral performance, which are offered as comparative analogues.

After demonstrating both the existence of textual bias and its effect on the relevant
scholarship, the body chapters identify common features of performance narratives in print and
demonstrate how a sensitivity to those features impacts our understanding of the huaben as well as of
crucial vernacular and performance-proximate texts that came before them. Chapter Two introduces
the “performance arena,” i.e., a communicative frame that invites readers to receive a textual
narrative according to the interpretive rules of a performance tradition. It demonstrates how several
early (13-14" c.) texts crucial to the stylistic development of the Auaben employ a performance arena

to invite reception of narrative as a mimetic experience within a “populated” space in order to



iv

enable the re-experience of tradition. Chapter Three indexes a select few formulaic expressions from
the earliest huaben text we have, the Dream at Qiantang, and argues that they were read metonymically,
the way oral formulae are received - that is, as symbolic shorthand for greater complexes of meaning
that reside outside the singular text. Chapter Four integrates observations from the first two chapters
in a close reading of a textual concordance: the 1550 chantefable Tale of Yunmen and its direct
descendant, Adept 1.i Crosses Yunmen Pass Alone, a huaben from 1627. In that concordance it identifies
a relationship of participatory form to tradition-oriented content which invites a distinct mode of
reading, one which figures the act of narrative reception not as a dissociative, critical encounter with
new information, but as the re-experiencing of narrative content as a real, known constituent of the
reader’s lifeworld.

Analogic examples from contemporary pingshu performance, including a case study of three
contemporary performances of Story of the Stone (Hongloumeng) as Beijing pingshu, a review of oral
formulae in pingshu as multi-layered linguistic and paralinguistic elements, and a close reading of the
first two editions of a multi-media printed pingshu book series demonstrate the perennial existence of
“reading as reliving” in modern eras, note how oral storytelling traditions appropriate literary cachet
as a source of performative authority, and exemplify forms of oral and literary hybridity that
consistently appear within oral-proximate textual ecosystems.

The dissertation concludes that the eatly huaben make more communicative demands on
their implied reader than literary scholars had previously thought, as they shift between registers and
invoke spaces, scenes, and character types via a set of habits that strongly resemble those of oral
narrative habits that strongly resemble those of oral storytelling performance. Moreover, having
recovered the mode of reading necessary to meet those demand, it shows how fundamentally it can
change our understanding of how the early huaben make meaning. This upends a mainstream

scholarly conception of the huaben as a genre that moved from simple to complex, proves the



existence of deep hybridities in the huaben collections, and demonstrates how the “transmedial
reach” of the early huaben, unlocked by the unique competence of “reading as reliving,” is yet
another example of oral performance communities harnessing new media technologies to make text

do more than contemporary scholars think it can.



Table of Contents

TADlE Of CONTENLS ....eviiiiiiieiiiicitce s 1
ACKNOWIEAZEMEILES ...t 3
LiSt Of ADDIEVIATIONS c..vuvuiuiiiiiiiiiiiiicietici s es 5
TOEEOAUCHION et 6
Chapter 1: Overcoming Binary Logic and Advancing the Discussion .........cceeveuvnierinieenicecnnincnnn 17
The Text Foremost: Western Reassessment of Imperial Vernacular Literatures..........ccoovevvicunnce. 26
Inventing, then Bridging the Great Divide: Critical Innovations in Oral Narrative Studies............ 36
Performance and Tradition: Reading the Oral-Derived TeXt ... 46
Significance to the study of huaben and related ZENTES .......ccvviiiiiviiiiiiiiiiiiccccecaes 60
Chapter 2: The “Storyteller’s Manner” or the “Performance Arena”? ........ccccovievvicrviniiiniccnncnnnn 63
The “storyteller’s manner” versus the “performance arena’........ccccvveevvieninicnnneenceseenen: 67
Seeing and Knowing in Tripitaka of the Great Tang Fetches the Scriptures............c.ccevevecevinicviniccinnnians 72
The Legends of the Xuanhe Era: Liangshan and Li Shishi sub-sections ..........ccccevcvviccivinicnninccnn. 79
Keying performance in the arly Auaben ...................ccccuviiciviiiciviiiiiiiiiiiciciiceiscese e 93
Analogue: The Performance of Reading in the pingshu Story of the Stone.............ccovuveuvivicuvinicnninicnnn. 108
Negotiated Spaces: Identity, Tradition, and Media.........ccevieuriricininiiiiiiiiiicceceiceeens 110
Mythologized books and the performance of reading in the huaben................cccccuvuvvvevinicnvinnnnee. 119
CONCIUSION ettt 126
Chapter 3: Metonymic Formulae in the Dream of Qiantang and contemporary Beijing pingshu........... 129
Interlude: The presence and power of the formula.........ccocviviininiininiiiiiicce, 132
The Dream at Qiantang, from anecdote tO tale. ...ttt ceesevenenes 135
Invoking Performance and Tradition in Dreans at Qiantang..................cveceeveveveceviccecuvinicnsinsecnsinnnnns 138
Accoutrements as Epithet: The “Scholar’s Kit” ........ccccvviiiiiiniiiiiicicceceeeecenns 141
Further Intercourse with Spirits: The “Spectral Wind” .......ccccoeiiiviviiiniininiiiicenceceeeen 152
Soft Power: The “Speaking Beauty” ........cccccvviiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiciicicccceceseeessseesenens 156
Implications for our reading of Dream at Qiantang and Other teXts ......cvvvuevviirivrieieivinieriiicnrinanns 161
From metonym to metaphor: identifying literary appropriations ..........cccevcemeereeereisiirensisceensienns 163
Analogue: The Presence and Function of Formulae in Beljing pingsh...........cccvvecivivicivinicnvinicnnn. 167
Narrative formulae in performance: a few productive eXamples.........ccoeeviiriiriicrvinicrninienninnnn, 170
CONCIUSION ottt 181

Chapter 4: Reading And/As Performance in the Sister Texts The Tale of Yunmen and Adept 1.i Crosses
YUNIIEN PASS ALINC ... 183



The performative orientation of the Tale of Yunmen ...............cccveevivicvciviniciviniciiicisinicsiseenn, 186
From chantefable tO AUaben STOTY ...ttt 195
Reading, retelling, reliving: a unique reCEPtive EXPEIICNCE ..cuvvrieiururieimririiereiierersiseeessisesessisssesesseaens 206
Analogue: The Multimedia Pingshu Romance of the Three Kingdoms and its ANCESLLY......coveevviiecrviriecnnn. 218
As an iteration of tradition: Printing pzngshu in the Republican efa.........ccveceviicivinicivinicniinicnnn. 229
CONCIUSIONS. ...ttt sans 236
CONCIUSION ...ttt 241
Appendix A: Tale of the Three Towers of West Lake .......ccocveiviiiiiiiiciniicniicccccceen, 253

BIDHOGIAPRY ...t 271



Acknowledgements

I owe practically everything to the people around me. Twice in my adult life I tried to
abandon scholarship forever; both times, brilliant academics who could have done anything else
with their time and energy lit my way back. I have relied on them ever since, both in the real world
and in the crowded country of my head, when insecurities try to drive me astray.

I remember the moment when, sitting between two stacks of books at the eighteen-inch
desk of carrel 512a in the Yenching Library, I realized how blessed with mentors I was. Professor
Wai-yee Li has been unfailingly attentive, considerate, and inspirational in her guidance, even
through a sabbatical year and a busy schedule. Professor David Wang has supported me as both a
scholar and translator of Chinese literature through both many conversations and extensive
feedback on my writing. Professor Joseph Nagy took me on practically sight-unseen as an
independent study mentee, and has been both friend and mentor to me for years now. And even
though I left campus too eatly to take Professor Thomas Kelly’s classes, he agreed to jump in and
review my work when I needed a little extra support. My gratitude borders on astonishment; the
only way to repay this debt of care is to attempt to be as powerful and dependable an advocate for
future students as they have been for me.

Carolyn Choong and Gustavo Espada have saved me so many times from my own
administrative incompetence that I have lost count, and they have pointed to the way to the grant
applications and job opportunities that made my ABD years paid and productive, even through the
global disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic. I am incredibly grateful to them and to the Harvard
organizations to which they helped me connect — EALC, GSAS Student Aid, the GSC, the
Weatherhead Center, and elsewhere. I am likewise thankful for support from the Reischauer

Institute, the Fairbank Center, the Harvard Scholarship Council, and the United States Fulbright



Fellowship Program for financial gifts that sent me to Japan, China, and Taiwan during my graduate
tenure.

I would never have arrived at the central question that drove my doctoral studies and this
dissertation without the trust and encouragement of my colleagues and artist friends in China and
Taiwan. My M.A. advisor, Liu Yongqiang, has been a guide and inspiration since he first took me on
thirteen years ago. I am incredibly grateful to Lian Liru, Tian Lianyuan, Liang Yan, and Tang Ke for
agreeing to conduct online interviews with me after the pandemic shut China down, to Ye Yijun in
Taipei for doing everything she could to help me when I ended up there instead of Beijing, and to
Professor Hu Siao-chen of Academia Sinica for making me feel empowered and at ease as a visiting
scholar. It has also been an incredible honor to be part of such a brilliant and community-minded
group of graduate colleagues as I have had at Harvard. Although I have tried to lend experience and
advice as the “old guy” of the group, the fact is that I see my colleagues as role models. Though I
can never hope to match their degree of success, I look forward to building our relationships as
professional colleagues across the decades.

Finally, I offer my deep and enduring thanks to my family, and to friends who have become

family, for standing by me through difficulty, indecision, and many years abroad. Zhang Hong, my

gimengshi BL 5% B, has seen me through my entire commitment to China, from Chinese lessons at ten

years old to now. John Walden, Geoftrey Meldahl, and Kevin Fritze have remained my best friends
across decades and tens of thousands of miles. My siblings and cousins — your names would fill the
page — held onto and stayed proud of me when I needed it the most. I have done all of this for the
two women at the center of my life: my mother, whose love cannot be described and who represents
the father who cannot read this; and my wonderful wife, Molly, who is my joy, and my partner in all

things.



List of Abbreviations

Hong/ Sixty = Linshijia xiaoshno 5=+ % 1]» 3t (Sixty Stoties), also known as Qingping shantang huaben
7P 35 K, by Hong Pian #:4, c. 1542-9

GJXS = Gu jin xiaoshuo 3 4] 3t (Stoties Old and New), first of Feng Menglong’s Three Words
trilogy, also known as Yushi mingyan " #8f Z (Bright Words to Inform the World), c. 1621
JSTY = Jingshi tongyan %438 F (Clear Words to Caution the World), second volume, c. 1624
XSHY = Xingshi hengyan BEH-14 Z (Eternal Words to Awaken the World), third volume, c. 1627

Tale numbers are given with these abbreviations in order to match numbers used by Patrick Hanan
in The Vernacular Chinese Short Story, such that:

Hong = Hung (Hanan)
GJXS = KC
JSTY =TY
XSHY = HY



Introduction

This dissertation attempts to comprehend anew the earliest of the Ming-dynasty texts known
as buaben — an ambiguously-defined corpus of prosimetric short stories written in a vernacularized
idiom that imitate the narrative mode of oral storytelling — by exploring a mode of reading sensitive
to the unique demands of their peculiar narrative structure and composition. The huaben stand apart
from every written genre that came before them, in part because the huaben texts that appeared
before the 1620s lack much of the superficial consistency that literary scholars expect from a
“genre.” Heavily prosimetric, their prose and verse forms are still highly diverse and irregular, unlike

the chantefable song-texts of the mid-15" century; though “vernacularized,” their idiom is not strictly

vernacular, but mixes northern gnanhna & 3% (Mandarin)' and classical Chinese; and while their

narratives figure, to varying degrees, the rhetorical framework of oral storytelling, their orthography
and episodic structure also flirt with the conventions of contemporary stage drama, and they evince
noticeable yet inconsistent relationships to earlier genres of written fiction. Variability remains a
prominent feature of the collections in which they appear; the first anthology of huaben, the now-
incomplete Sixty Stories (c. 1542-9), contains twenty-two huaben stoties that, while carved and printed

as one text, were obviously collected from very different sources. Even a significant number of the

U'The term guanbua, “the language of officialdom,” refers to the spoken language that served as a Jngua franca for the
traveling classes, like merchants and government officials. The idiom of popular fiction reflects some version of guanbua
norms, though the spectrum of the spoken tongue must have been quite broad. Although granbua and its literate
reflection(s) were not “vernacular” in an absolute sense, given China’s profusion of local topolects, I employ it as a term
of convenience to distinguish my textual subjects from texts of the wenyan tradition, composed in the “classical” language
of official documentation and “high” literature. For a simple summary of guanbua, see (Hanan, 1981); for a much more
thorough analysis of the unstable concept of a “vernacular” in late imperial literature, see Shang, Wei, “Writing and
Speech: Rethinking the Issue of Vernaculars in Early Modern China,” in (Elman, 2014), pp. 254-301.



one hundred and twenty huaben from the three late-Ming anthologies edited by Feng Menglong /% %

F€ display a degree of variability that either proves or strongly indicates much eatlier authorship.

On a more fundamental level, the earlier huaben read strangely—that is, their narratives
unfold according to communicative guidelines very different from those we expect to find in written
genres from that era or before, representing narrative causality and providing or withholding
information in a manner easily confusing to an eye that looks to the specific text as the sole arbiter
of its own meaning.” They announce their endings repeatedly from the beginning onward, highlight
the determinacy of central characters and scenes, assume familiarity with characters who haven’t
been previously named, and pay much less attention to what a literary reader might call logical
coherence compared to other vernacular tales from the same era and afterward. Instead, they make a
noticeable effort to “point” rhetorically at characters, scenes, and events and control reception of the
tale using a set of conventional phrases that imply a storytelling narrator (such as “now let [me/we]
tell,” “the story goes,” and others) but appear to some to be superfluous otherwise.” Meanwhile,
lyrical breaks in the prose intensify, augment, adumbrate, or diverge quite sharply from the imagined
moment, shifting both narrative focus and linguistic register all at once. A reader expecting the
informational fullness, formal consistency, or self-consciously intertextual coherence of other
Chinese literary traditions — be they poetic, historical, or fictional — may find themselves left with
more questions than answers. Historically, this has led many literary scholars to describe these texts

in terms of their “limitations,” either explicitly or implicitly, via the use of limiting descriptors or

2 ] am referencing the analysis of John Miles Foley, who is in turn referencing the reader-response theory of Wolfgang
Iser, which posits that the written text (in literary traditions, with which Iser was most familiar) acts as the primary
arbiter of its own interpretation — that is, any argument about how a text can or should be read is ultimately bounded by
that text itself. See (Foley, 1991), p. 5.

3 I will attempt to nuance this impression in Chapter 2, as we learn more about how these terms invoke the performance
frame.



comparisons to later vernacular tales that respond more intentionally to standards of criticism based
on institutions of written literature (both Chinese and Anglophone). Yet it is no great leap to aver
that communities of people throughout history, acting with full creative agency, have created texts
that satisfy their aesthetic expectations, according to but not necessarily in spite of their material
conditions. This is to suggest that, if our reading of an historically removed text cannot get around
what that text appears to lack, we probably do not know how it was meant to be read.

In that self-critical spirit, this dissertation engages seriously with the performance practice of
traditional oral storytelling as an independent (and inter-dependent) source of narrative-making. For
this dissertation, storytelling names a structural category of traditional oral narrative performance in
which the performer (or performers, but usually one) leads a group in the experience of a mimetic
illusion of diegesis. While the act of telling (as opposed to showing) is the very definition of diegesis,
the performer of a traditional storytelling genre assumes for the act a conventionally constructed
persona through which he carries off a performance of telling. The presence of ambient tradition, which
constructs the persona and parameters for performance, distinguishes traditional storytelling from
narrative in less strongly marked spaces (“‘casual oral storytelling”), and moves the storyteller closer
to the actor in stage drama. Yet, unlike the actor, the storytellet’s store of non-linguistic signals
(stage space, props, costumes, offstage effects) is relatively limited, while his linguistic arsenal is
diverse. This imbalance locates him at one point on a spectrum, with the stage actor at another; the

distance between the two can change as traditions evolve, with some popular traditions (like the
Manchurian comedic tradition of er ren huan ZA#% or “two take turns”) seeming to mix the
techniques of a crowd-facing storyteller and an actor ez scene in equal proportion.

The huaben genre’s formal reference to oral storytelling, once accepted fairly uncritically as a

genuine connection, was first rejected outright by Anglo-American scholars as mere imitation by



literati authors, before being somewhat begrudgingly consigned to the realm of unknowability.* They
saw performance as an evanescent historical event, the influence of which could not be gauged
through documentary silence beyond the amount of obviously conventional (and, analytically
speaking, aesthetically flat) material found in the texts. Later scholars with extensive firsthand
experience of contemporary Chinese storytelling performance nuanced this conception of literary
imitation via a thorough comparative analysis of texts and performance; in doing so, they reinforced
the sense of a mere imitation by holding a text’s material distance from a historical performance event
(was it a script or not?) as the sole standard of authenticity. Thus they keep us within the bounds of
historical documentation and provide no new tools for reading the huaben as they might have invited
an initiated auditor to read them. The first half of Chapter One makes the case for recognizing these
tendencies in the scholarship to date.

Yet, while the specific historical event of an oral performance may be evanescent, the form
of its tradition is usually not. Oral traditions persist as distinct and dependable forms of storytelling
across time by constructing discursive environments that adapt but do not falter or transform
completely unless the society around them does. Their rules — which manifest in language just as
well as they do in costume and gesture — allow the communities that maintain them to reenact the
cultural knowledge over which the community claims ownership. Moreover, as those communities
gain access to asynchronous media technologies (primarily print, but also audio and visual recording
for radio, television, and streaming audio), they have used it to generate asynchronous texts still refer
to the live performance format as their standard for interpretation. While it can be tempting to
envision the process of turning performed tales into print narratives as an evolutionary one in which

the oral tradition is a passive provider of raw material, which is refined into “literature” by authors

4+ “The original model, presumably, was the professional oral fiction of the Song and Yuan periods, particularly the
fictional (x‘aoshuo) and historical (jiang shi) genres. That is the general opinion, and one can only echo it.” (Hanan, 1981),
p. 21.
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and editors, the fact is that the power dynamic often flows the other way: oral performance
communities, acting as either a paying customer base or as textual creators themselves appropriate
print technologies in order to facilitate their enjoyment of (and expand access to) the oral traditions
they understand and love. Although studies of such transformations (including in the Chinese
sphere)’ have documented ways in which text-based values have asserted themselves in final
products, the original and opposing motivation to create a “print version” of a performed tale,
subordinating textual values thereby, remains and should not be discounted. Naturally, projects such
as these involve attempts to reproduce the communicative context of oral performance on the
printed page by transforming performance signals into textual signals, so that the text may leverage
the same expectations upon the reader as would be leveraged upon a community member. These
intermixtures of media reward a scholarly approach that is similarly hybridized, i.e., both attuned to
hidden differences in the comparative context and closely engaged with that or a similar
performance tradition, as the comparative reader searches for these translated signals and the textual
aporias they often produce. The second half of Chapter One lays out the theoretical tools at our
disposal for this endeavor, built by scholars who are deeply familiar with both living performance
traditions and ancient texts for which no such voice remains.

This section also introduces my decision to include case studies of contemporary Chinese
oral storytelling from the northern Chinese genre of pingshu into the dissertation as sources of
analytical inspiration — put simply, as a means to remind us that both the written and performed
traditions of four hundred years ago were maintained by creative communities that were capable (as
we are now) of harnessing new media technologies to reproduce the receptive context of the

performance genre(s) they know and appreciate. I chose Beijing pingshu as a comparative analogue

5 See Fei, Li # 71, “How We Edited Song Jiang, Shi Xiu and Lu Junyi of Yangzhou Storytelling,” chapter in (Bordahl,
1999), pp. 218-222.
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for this study because, as a persistently vital and adaptive tradition of long-form oral storytelling, it
offers a wealth of immediate evidence regarding how oral traditions react to changing social and
media environments, including their use and production of text. Beijing pingshu is a world filled with
texts both real and imaginary, as the following chapters will demonstrate. At every stage of its
documented history, practitioners who have proudly claimed to learn and teach via oral transmission
alone have also adapted their narratives for radio, newspaper, modern print, and digital media.
Meanwhile, the classic “books” that headline performers’ traditional tales — mostly classics from the
late imperial vernacular tradition, like The Water Margin, Romance of the Three Kingdoms, The Tales of Judge
Bao, and others — are also transformed in performance from concrete works of paper and ink to
reserves of immanently present traditional meaning, accessed via the formulaic lexicon of
performance. Both cases provide ample documentary evidence of symbiotic relationships between
oral and textual narrative that offer new ways of thinking about the ancient texts that remain our
subject.

Chapter Two recalibrates our understanding of narrative frame(s) in the huaben and, by
extension, in early vernacular fiction in general by examining several of the early huaben and their
potential predecessors with an eye for what John Miles Foley calls the “performance arena” in oral-
derived texts, i.e., a communicative frame that invites readers to receive a textual narrative according
to the interpretive rules of a performance tradition. This reading is done via contrast to the current
scholarly conception of that narrative frame, commonly known as “the storyteller’s manner” and
understood as an essentially literary invention. I begin with texts in which central elements of the
“storyteller’s manner” first appear, primarily the 12"-century prosimetrum Tripitaka of the Great Tang
Fetches the Scriptures (Datang Sanzang qujing shibua) and the Liangshan rebellion sub-story of the 13"-
century Forgotten Matters of the Xuanhe Reign (Xuanhe yishi). Looking from these texts to the eatly huaben

of the Sixty Stories and Three Words anthologies, I argue that several of these elements (along with
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others previously unnoticed ones) invite a highly conventionalized and therefore specific reception
of narrative content as a mimetic experience — an event, of sorts, made possible through an act of
“seeing” within an imaginary space structured as a group setting. Yet this simulacrum of seeing and
participating is not an end, but a means to one: in tales which constantly foretell their own endings,
persistently emphasizing familiarity with the full story, the narrative frame enables not the
experience of new information but the re-experience of tradition. The analogue for this chapter, a
case study of three contemporary performances of Story of the Stone (Hongloumeng) as Beijing pingshu,
elucidates new possibilities for thinking about another facet of the “storyteller’s manner” — namely,
the function of the storyteller as a character — by demonstrating how pzngshu performers turn the
cultural image of a book into a source of performative power by styling their performance as an act
of authoritative reading. This example should inspire us to look back at presentations of lyric text
and the images of books as sources of authority in the huaben and related texts for similar
phenomena, which we do find in two instances: the reified image of the book in the famous
prologues on oral storytelling from the Yuan-dynasty The Drunken Man’s Talk (Zuiweng taniu), and the
stylized poem-chains of early huaben, which appear to simulate the performance of verse as a display
of communicative competence, as happens quite noticeably in the most recent live performance of
Story of the Stone.

Chapter Three pushes my act of re-reading further by executing a seemingly mundane task:
indexing a select number of formulaic expressions from the Drean at Qiantang, a prosimetric text
from the late fifteenth century which appears to be one of the earliest examples of the huaben genre.
Folklore scholars have repeatedly demonstrated that formulae in oral- and oral-proximate narrative
traditions function as symbolic shorthand for complexes of meaning that reside not in the individual
text but in an immanent tradition; in these contexts, formulaic “stock characters” and phrases are

not empty clichés but sites of unique semantic richness. In this chapter, I select three of the text’s
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many formulaic utterances which appear most commonly throughout the huaben genre — a list of
scholarly accoutrements, a poem about a spectral wind, and a description of a beautiful woman
about to speak — and compare their every appearance across the huaben corpus, revealing how each
one invariably appears as part of larger narrative units, like themes and story-patterns, which
themselves operate conventionally. This suggests that these formulae could have been read
metonymically — that is, as symbolic shorthand for greater complexes of meaning that reside outside
the singular text. Just like a sensitivity to the rhetorical performance arena offers a new perspective
on the function and development of the “storyteller’s manner,” reading for the power of formulae
such as these helps us recognize the affective power of characters and themes that may seem merely
conventional, as well as to identify differences in other narratives — like the “great novels” of the
Ming — which alter those same formulae for text-specific, sometimes ironic purposes. The
contemporary analogue for this chapter features a set of narrative formulae that remain central to
the performance of pingshu today several of which can be found in texts as old as the Wazer Margin.
Relying on evidence from live performance observations, audio recordings, and performer
interviews, I highlight the layered nature of formulae in performance — the fact that the full formula
is not merely the words, but their conventionalized settings of volume, pacing, intensity, and context
— and suggest how we might imagine the echoes of such paralinguistic effects around huaben
formulae that we have positively identified. I demonstrate this experimental reading using short
passages from several of the most densely traditional suaben in the corpus.

Chapter Four integrates observations from the first two chapters in a close reading of a
remarkable textual concordance — the 1550 chantefable Tale of Yunmen and its direct descendant,
Adept Li Crosses Yunmen Pass Alone, a huaben from 1627 which names the chantefable as its ancestor
and takes over eighty percent of its prose directly from it. In this singular yet indisputable example

of textual transformation from song-text to huaben we find evidence of a symbiotic relationship
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between oral-derived narrative dynamics and more authorial, text-focused influences. In addition,
the relationship of participatory form to tradition-oriented content in both of the paired texts invites
a distinct mode of reading, one which figures the act of narrative reception not as a dissociative,
critical encounter with new information, but as the re-experiencing of narrative content as a real,
known constituent of the reader’s lifeworld. I call this mode “reading as reliving,” a term inspired by

this chapter’s analogue: a case study of a six-volume series of multi-media books entitled Pingshu

Romance of the Three Kingdoms (pingshu sanguo yanyi 3% & = B i &). These books, which are edited

transcriptions of pingshu storyteller Lian Liru’s ongoing performance of the traditional tale, merge
oral storytelling and print media in several ways, including by attaching a QR code to every chapter
to allow users to read while listening to the original performance, and using print narrative
techniques to recreate the receptive context of oral performance on the page. Interviews with the
creators (themselves professional pingshu performers) revealed that they modeled the series in spirit
after a Republican-era practice of pingshu performers publishing their tales in serial installments in
local newspapers. Close reading of both the contemporary book series and the Republican-era
serialized tales offers critical insight on the rhetorical possibilities and purposes of oral-proximate
texts, especially as products created by and for performance communities. Moreover, as an example
of oral storytellers appropriating new technologies of asynchronous media in order to give their
communities greater access to their art, it inspires us to look back at prior moments of media
revolution in China (like the explosion of popular printing in the Ming dynasty and the growth of
rental economies for performance texts in the Qing) with a much keener eye for the potential
influence of such communities on the shaping of narrative in vernacular performance literature.
Indeed, the role of community, and especially the figuration of community in narrative-

making is of central importance to this dissertation because physical reading communities are
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persistently ephemeral — both constantly forming and quick to disappear — yet undeniably influential.
Moreover, the aesthetic objective they pursue — the visceral experience of telling — in the communal
event of performance is as distinct and as powerfully motivating as it is habitually overlooked in
related scholarship; while it is hard to describe the experience of participating competently in a
traditional performance (for instance, a successful telling of a central scene from Romance of the Three
Kingdoms), as 1 demonstrate in Chapter Four, it most certainly motivates the production and shaping
of texts. Landmark studies of performance-derived or -inspired vernacular genres in the Qing have
already demonstrated how many of those texts echo communal identities based on class, erudition,
or region, while also refiguring their subjects and settings to make space for elite, ironic, or parochial
readings that written literatures often enable. Yet, the further a text outlives its community, the more
likely we seem to be to focus on aspects of it that respond most noticeably to private processes of
critical reading. Since such processes still turn up questions and interpretive gaps when trained on
the early buaben, though they be foundational texts of early modern Chinese vernacular fiction, this
dissertation follows cues in their narratives that adopt community as a model for making meaning. It
uncovers a textual landscape that is deeply and dynamically hybridized, most noticeably in its earliest
stages but also later in its development, in which publishing technologies and editorial practices
standardized certain aspects of highly disparate texts while also preserving a communicative
framework that casts the reader as a group member and the tale as a recurring event.

The above prompts us to recognize a degree of transmediality in the huaben to the extent to
which they enable a mode of performance-proximate “reading as reliving” from an evolving textual
position amid the printing revolution of the Ming dynasty. Strictly speaking, “transmediality” is

understood as a property of narrative fictions, not the concrete vehicles which carry them, to unfold



16

across multiple forms of media;” Tan Zhengbi’s Huaben and Ancient plays (Huaben yu gujn 5& A3

#)) amply demonstrates the transmediality of most of the eatly Juaben tales by tracking their

appearance in vernacular fiction, drama, and prosimetrum.” This study, by contrast, examines the
capability of certain groups of printed texts to guide readers toward frames of reference native to
other narrative media, focusing on the points at which text, tradition, and vehicle intersect. Whereas
earlier scholars who read the huaben (the early huaben in particular) from a literary perspective defined
them as experimental, formative, and transitional,’ terms that suggest an unsuccessful but necessary
intermediate stage of being, this dissertation investigates the possibility of defining them as
hybridized constituents of a diversifying media environment that is capable of accessing different
media sources. Texts which access adapting performance traditions can themselves evince that
adaptivity, making them seem formative in nature; yet they reflect communicative traditions in the
process of becoming richer, and require us to uncover a more diverse set of communicative signals
than those to which we are accustomed. This dissertation attempts nothing more than to begin such

a project.

¢ Media scholar Henry Jenkins, who coined the term #ransmedia, defines it as “a process where integral elements of a
fiction get dispersed systematically across multiple delivery channels for the purpose of creating a unified and
coordinated entertainment expetience (Jenkins, 2023).” Jenkins’ definition, detived from research on multi-platform
storytelling campaigns directed by American media franchises (like Marvel and Star Wars), assumes a degree of corporate
control (involving both corporate strategy and ownership of intellectual property) that might seem to disqualify it from
use in this context, but Jenkins himself uses it to examine organic, undirected disseminations of stoties, including
through fan fiction and independent filmmaking. In this dissertation, I will discuss the transmediality of the huaben texts
(especially the earlier huaben) in terms of how the printed text of the transmedial story reaches for a performance-derived
frame of reference.

7 (Tan, 1957)

8 See, for instance, the opening thirty pages of (Idema, 1974).
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Chapter 1: Overcoming Binary Logic and Advancing the Discussion

In Out of the Margins, Ge Liangyan’s study of the composition and narrative structure of
Shuthu Zhuan, the author identifies a “binary logic” within academic views of that text and its
relationship to oral storytelling, which, he argues, has historically bifurcated attitudes within the field.

He describes that “binary logic” thusly:

The work should be considered either a work derived from a tradition of popular storytelling oran
artifact produced by sophisticated literary sensibility. It cannot be both. Like the theory of orality once
held by A. B. Lord, which refuses to see any intermediate zone between oral and literate modes of
composition and transmission, this binary logic puts Chinese literary tradition and the tradition of

popular orality from the Southern Song to the Ming period into two mutually exclusive categories.9
This statement, which reaches well beyond the bounds of the Shuibu zhuan text, concludes Ge’s brief
but insightful summary of a multi-generational scholarly conversation regarding the larger corpus of
early Chinese vernacular literature and its potential connections to oral narrative performance. Ge
Liangyan highlights the “either-or” paradigm that historically governed this conversation in order to
introduce a more inclusive way of thinking about the Shuibu ghuan as a text of unique importance."
Bearing kindred sympathies to Ge’s, I wish to re-examine the same conversation and its use of
“binary logic” from a more general perspective, in the hopes of demonstrating how and why the
critical ideologies that have guided said conversation thus far have perhaps limited our ability to
understand fully the texts in question, and thereby allowed the greater inquiry to run out of steam.
After demonstrating how literary biases and persistent lack of engagement with oral performance as

a subject of study has narrowed our field of vision in Chinese literary studies, I will attempt to re-

9 (Ge, 2001), pp. 62-3.
10 Thid., 63.
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open that field by introducing new theoretical developments in folklore and oral narrative theory
that have changed the way scholars of other traditions read oral-proximate texts whose
corresponding traditions have been lost to time.

This chapter will subsequently stake out the rhetorical position that greater engagement with
these new modes of analysis affords new interpretations of the vernacular story texts at the heart of
our own debate, while forcing us to reconsider grand conclusions made about that genre by those
who approached it purely as written literature. Although such arguments are usually the work of an
introduction, more space is needed in order to outline the full scope of potential intervention and to
pose questions that could inspire others working with proximate textual corpora like drama, rhyme-
prose, or any other subset of the veritable ocean of popular and performance literatures published
during the Ming dynasty.

The initial question, which arises for anyone who spends time with imperial-era prose and
prosimetric literature, is deceptively simple: how should we understand the constellation of textual
cues for performance — the stylistic mode known as “the storyteller’s manner” — with which the
texts present us? The earliest significant replies to this question established a historiographical
perspective that, in general, accepted at least the earliest such texts as direct descendants of

performance culture. Oft-cited pre-modern sources such as Tiandu Waichen (pen name of Wang

Daokun *i& %)", Hu Yinglin #A & B, Feng Menglong /% % %€, and others all argue to this effect,

yet by far the most influential representative of this opinion has been Lu Xun & i, who famously

hypothesizes in A General History of the Chinese Nowvel (Zhonggno xiaoshno shilsie) that both the historical
“plain tales” (pinghua) and the early vernacular short stories (buaben) were the notational or

compositional products of “history-telling” (jzang shz) and “small talk” (xzao shuo) narrative

11 See his 1589 preface to Zhongyi Shuibu hunan, cited and translated in Ge 50; source text found in (Zhu, 1981), p. 187.
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performers from the Song dynasty. In his own words: “In the practice of storytelling, although each
performer employed his own artisanal judgment (to emend the story) and improvised as the
situation demanded, performers still kept prompt-books to use as references. These are the hua-ben
(tale texts).” '* Later texts of the short fiction gente, such as those of the late-Ming S/apping the Table
in Amazement collections, were written by authors who had never seen the performance but
maintained the stylistic “shell” (nang #) of the early texts.”” Lu supports the first half of this thesis
and balances its relationship to the second half via a correlational argument in which he presents
historical anecdotes referring to Song-dynasty popular storytelling and the reincarnation of
performance in print alongside textual examples that seem to bear a strong kinship to the historical
information. He judges the texts’ authenticity and potential proximity to performance according to
(fairly inconsistent) stylistic guidelines, including their use of “literary” forms of poetry like seven-
character lyric verse, the presence or absence of language dating the text away from the Song
dynasty, and the creative originality implied by literary authorship."

Several aspects of Lu’s thesis are of significant interest to this study. To begin with, he
grounds his analytical process on a “hard” historiographical framework based on historical record,
contemporary anecdotes relating to storytelling and text, and the presence of certain texts as time-
specific historical facts. He then girds these bones with the relatively “softer” material of stylistic and
other forms of textual analysis, as he reads the huaben with one eye trained on the history. The
rhetorical tendon, as it were, which holds the skeleton of historiography to the flesh of textual
criticism is the imagined act of performance itself. Yet performance has no critical standing
anywhere in Lu’s argument. Though not himself a performer and having done no serious research

on the art of performance (as far as we can tell from the text), he introduces assumptions about

2(Lu, 1997), p.90.
13 Ibid., p.95.
14 Thid.
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performers and the nature of performance with impunity, assumptions he later relies on to
transform his correlational argument into a causal one. What is it about performance that leads such
a circumspect literary scholar to treat it so differently from the way he does text? Lu’s analysis
appears to depict performance as ephemeral, variable, and perhaps, therefore, unknowable to some
degree, and yet he uses it as an analytical placeholder with such facility that we might conclude that
he considers it to be either not worth knowing or immediately knowable. While text is an
authoritative source of information to referenced, performance is a flexible and depthless negative
category that molds itself easily to the gaps in one’s knowledge. If Lu seems overly credulous toward
his historical and fictional sources, this is probably the reason why.

Another significant characteristic of Lu Xun’s argument is its teleological bent. Lu
reconstructs an historical context of Song-dynasty storytelling as a generative source for the huaben
texts before his eyes, and structures his analysis accordingly: his chapters on huaben (13), history-
telling (14-15), Ming dramatic novels (19-20), and Ming short story anthologies (21) all start with a
reference to the power of the Song storytelling tradition. Assuming an inevitable evolution of a form
of narrative originating in a comparatively pure state of popular folklore toward literary authorship,
he then philologically arranges texts along a timeline on which ear/y and Jate respectively correspond
to more oral and more literary. Early provenance is determined by historical references and educated
guesswork; texts bearing administrative titles, place names, and other historical nomenclature from
the Yuan dynasty onward are deemed to be literary imitations, for which category Lu coins the term
“imitation tale texts (wzhuaben).” While it has long been understood that .4 General History as a whole
supports the cultural Darwinism of Lu Xun’s era by constructing a native provenance for a literary
genre associated with Western modernity, that line of thinking bears special significance for his and
our conception of the relationship between oral-performative and written traditions of narrative.

Ideologically speaking, teleological associations between development, originality, and literary quality
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under the inevitable hegemony of the written word motivate Lu and other literary archeologists to
look “backward” through texts toward an imagined, “pure” source. Yet finding a non-textual source
of narrative via textual clues is impossible when one seeks to define that source solely in opposition
to a positive rubric centralizing literariness, as the researcher, looking everywhere for the oral, will
find only shadows of the textual. That process of looking backward, as it were, down a linear
evolution enables methods of textual dating that turn out to be unreliable, as we will later
demonstrate.

In Sinophone academia, discussion over the provenance of huaben has essentially developed
along the same critical lines Lu Xun laid down a century ago. Lu Xun’s scholarly contemporaries and
immediate successors, including Zheng Zhenduo, Sun Kaidi, Zhao Jingshen, and Chen Ruheng all
follow Lu’s identification of Song-dynasty storytelling as a generative historical context for later
texts, though they parse the historical anecdotes somewhat differently. While these scholars also
draw different lines of lineage between texts in the huaben, pinghua, and episodic xiaoshuo genres, they
all describe a linear process of development (with all the modernistic connotations of that word at
the fore) from relatively primitive or low-quality notational texts used by storytellers to a more
coherent, refined genre of vernacular literature, created by literary authors using the older
performative style in order to entertain and educate a reading public.” Their exhaustive projects of
dating, which approached the texts as a multi-layered compilation of historical facts, argue for
textual provenances from the Song all the way through the late Ming (a gap of almost five hundred
years), as older huaben once printed in single editions were collected, edited, and reprinted in the late-
Ming collections available today. At no point do any of these scholars engage with performance as a

potentially important sphere of distinctive influence; the evolution of the genre from oral storytelling

15 This teleological perspective guides the relevant scholarship in China from Lu Xun’s time all the way to today. Critical
examples include Chen Ruheng in; Hu Shiying in (Hu, 2010); Wang Qinghua in (Wang, 20006); Liu Yonggiang in (Liu,
2015), and several others.
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to literary writing is unidirectional, and the respective identities of its presumed creators — the
storyteller and the author — are mutually exclusive.

Later arguments altered the terms of discussion in Asia without changing the ideological axes
identified above. Masuda Wataru’s 1965 article “Questions Concerning the Categorical Term huaben”
re-examines the use of the term J#aben in both historical anecdotes and the story texts, concluding
that the term did not denote a material text but rather the imagined text of a story. Masuda’s thesis,
backed up by thorough use of source material, has had a profound impact on Chinese scholars in
the field'®, and even those who disagtee with his conclusion feel compelled to cite it."” Further, the
existence of a flexible relationship between material received texts and the “stories” that inhabit them
(which Masuda’s article necessarily implies) has inspired contemporary Chinese scholars like Cheng
Yizhong, Wang Qinghua, and Liu Yonggiang to allow themselves more room to interpret the huaben
texts within broader and more flexible contexts — social, intertextual, and geographic, among others.

Early research done outside of Asia on the bu#aben and proximate forms of vernacular
literature relies heavily on the scholarship of pre- and post-Second World War Chinese experts and
restates many of those experts’ central assumptions. In his 1939 study Researches into the Beginnings of
the Chinese Popular Novel, the first significant English-language study of hu#aben of which I am aware,
Jaroslav Prusek states categorically that the texts “disclose clearly that they developed from the
narrations of professional story-tellers [...] originally written as manuals for the narrators by the aid
of which they studied their parts.”"® In Researches and two subsequent English-language studies, The
Creative Methods of Chinese Mediaeval Storytellers” and The Origins and the Authors of the hua-pen®, he

establishes the Song-dynasty storytelling context as a generative origin of the huaben via an

16 An excellent summary of this impact is given by Zhou Zhaoxin in (Zhou, 1994).

17 See the introduction to (Liu, 2015).

18 Prusek, Jaroslav. Researches into the Beginnings of the Chinese Popular Novel. Archiv Orientalni, 1 June 1939, Vol. 11 (1), p.
109. Further anthologized in (Prasek, 1970), pp. 228-302.

19 Prague: Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, 1956. Technically a follow-up to Researches.

20 (Prusek, Yaroslav, 1967)
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exhaustive survey of the anecdotal evidence collected by Lu Xun, Zheng Zhenduo, Tan Zhengbi,
and others. His abovementioned assessment of the huaben texts as storytellers’ prompt-books or
direct inspirations thereof* is based straightforwardly on the stylistic features of the “storytellet’s
manner,” and he affirms Chen Ruheng’s thesis that hxaben texts appeared and evolved along a
development continuum from the “primitive” story manuals used by storytellers (who didn’t need in
print anything stored in their head) to the more erudite, complete, and otherwise “literary” texts of
Feng Menglong’s Three Words anthology and later collections.” While Prusek does suggest that
huaben almost from their very inception might have served a “double role” as both popular reading
material and professional aides-memoire, he follows his Chinese scholarly contemporary in describing a
one-way arc away from the “oral” sphere and into that of the “literary,” which development he
attributes to the participation of literary men in the production of texts.

One aspect of Prusek’s scholarship which differs from that of his Chinese and Western
contemporaries is his immediate — if, I would argue, incomplete and overly credulous — recognition
of the consistent presence of oral storytelling traditions in China, which he notes have persisted side-
by-side and “in a state of interdependence” with literary traditions throughout the country’s
history.” Chinese oral storytellers, he argues, traditionally engaged in both original composition as
well as the literal narration “of the contents of books, or the retelling of various novels written by
some other author” to largely illiterate audiences. ** Having averred that the Juaben were the direct
product of Song-dynasty storytellers (or of those who wrote for them), Prusek attempts to
reconstruct the erstwhile storyteller’s creative aesthetic via stylistic comparison of the huaben text

Yang Stwen Meets An Old Friend in Yanshan, found in Feng Menglong’s late-Ming anthology Szories Old

21 Prusek also argues that the term huaben referred specifically to a textual object; his 1967 study does not engage with
Masuda Wataru’s article.

22 Origins and Authors 26-7, 31.

2 Origins and Authors 7

24 Creative Methods 253
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and New, alongside its much earlier textual relative, the classical story Lady Y7 From Taiynan, found in
Hong Mai’s twelfth-century anthology Y7 Jian Zhi. Prusek praises the Yang Siwen text for its attention
to verisimilitude, wit, individual sentiment, and dramatic tension, which he cites as proof that the
historical storyteller could and did “recast” “dry record|[s| of facts” into “highly individual and
original work([s] of art.”* From this he proceeds to the fascinating (if unstable) conclusion that the

literary merits of the huaben genre compared to earlier classical tales™

derive from the pressure of the
popular storytelling environment, which trained storytellers to build “a common stock of expressive
means and methods” by which “the gifted individual could then create outstanding works of
narrative art. [...] Daily experience refined the art and language of the story-teller, till out of the
foundations...could arise the greatest works in Chinese literature such as Shui-hu-chnan, Hsi-yu-chi, Ju-
lin wai-shih and Hung-lon-méng.”””” Prusek’s conclusion is interesting because it considers the possibility
that the performance framework might determine the style of performed narrative. Yet Prusek never
entertains any notion that performance might possibly be a #nigue narrative-making space, in part
because he conceptualizes the Chinese professional storyteller’s product to be “art literature,” a
genre distinct from the collectively-composed, amateur wotld of “folklore,”* and in part because he
is eager to establish the huaben as the foundational works of a new /iferary tradition, the architects of
which should be understood as creative authors.” Having constructed via textual analysis the Song-

dynasty storyteller as an historical phenomenon (the dangers of which process we have noted

above), Prusek builds it into a developmental narrative that reasserts a hegemony of literary quality.

25 Creative Methods passim., particularly 263-5

26 All the features that we find most admirable in our story, the virtuosity with which the action is built up and the
accents of interest distributed, the masterly characterisation, the dialogues and the descriptions, the pithy language and its
epic breadth—all these...are to be found in the majority [of] folk stoties.” Creative Methods 266

27 Ibid., 266

28 Origins and Authors 13-4

2 See the conclusion to Origins and Authors, page 108.
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John L. Bishop and C.T. Hsia, two early scholars from outside the mainland Chinese sphere
who also posit the huaben’s direct descendance from oral storytelling, assert an identical structure of
literary value when they examine the character of early Chinese vernacular literature. Bishop’s short
yet influential 1956 article “Some Limitations Of Chinese Fiction™ attributes the “undefinable
inadequacy... a feeling of literary promise unfulfilled”” to the retention of “primitive narrative
conventions” which “stem from an earlier period when colloquial fiction was part of an oral
tradition of literature.”””' Bishop also asserts a one-way literary development that was hampered by
persistent oral influence: “During these centuries of development from an oral to a written genre,
the oral conventions... have been retained as unessential literary clichés.”””> C.T. Hsia, whose central
project in The Classic Chinese Novel is the ranking and analysis of the “four masterworks” of Chinese
fiction™ from a Western literaty critical standpoint,” frequently contraposes the literary quality of the
Chinese texts against the presumed influence of oral storytelling. Like Prusek, Hsia identifies in the
huaben texts certain characteristics which he attributes to direct descendance from oral storytelling, as
he builds an evolutionary narrative of literary development atop those very texts; like Bishop and

unlike Prusek, however, Hsia characterizes these “humble oral beginnings”

in a profoundly
negative light. In Hsia’s eyes, oral storytelling is to blame for repetitive episodicity, narrative
inconsistency, vulgarity, lack of character development, and a rigid adherence to a karmic view of the
universe — traits which place it solidly below both the novels of the Western canon and the creative
masterworks of Ming fiction that represent the buaben’s telos.

The scholarly arguments summarized above represent one fork of what Ge Liangyan

describes as “bifurcated” critical attitudes toward early Chinese vernacular fiction. Since the second

30 (Bishop, 1956), p. 239.

31 Ibid., 240

32 Ibid.

33 Romance of the Three Kingdoms, The Water Margin, Jonrney to the West, and Dream of the Red Chamber.
34 (Hsia, 1996), p. 6

35 Ibid.
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fork developed and became prominent subsequently, not concurrently, in the 1960s and afterward, 1
prefer to invoke the metaphor of a swinging pendulum, which embodies significant change taking
place across a temporal axis that is nevertheless restricted to one ideological plane. Chinese literary
scholars of the early 20" century, writing with an eye toward mainstream ideologies of linear
modernization (and toward comparison with Anglo-European literary traditions), inscribed the
huaben stories into a grand narrative of literary development that began with a generative storytelling
milieu and culminated in unique literary texts by literati authors. Many of these Chinese scholars’
Western counterparts, who relied heavily on their scholarship, adopted an identical or strongly
similar perspective, which was upheld in both cases by two interlinked assumptions: First, that
literary authorship was the desirable and inevitable endpoint of an evolutionary process that began
as the product of “primitive” oral performance yet eventually left the stage permanently behind; and
second, that oral narrative performance was an insubstantial framework that did not need to be
considered independently because it made nothing that could not be evaluated from a literary
standpoint. These assumptions allowed the scholars abovementioned to posit a historical connection
between eatly huaben texts and the professional storytellers of the Song dynasty based entirely on
correlational evidence collected via literary and historiographical close reading. The next generation
of scholars to contribute to the conversation would expose the many leaps of faith that made such
evidence inadmissible, even while they perpetuated their predecessors’ habits of dismissing oral
narrative performance as a subject of inquiry and orienting their studies toward textuality,

authorship, and literary achievement.

The Text Foremost: Western Reassessment of Imperial Vernacular Literatures
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The pendulum of Western scholarly attitudes toward imperial Chinese vernacular literature
in general (and toward huaben in particular) swung to its opposite extreme during the period from the
late sixties to the late eighties, when a generation of younger scholars published studies on Yuan-
and Ming-dynasty vernacular literary corpora (huaben, zaju drama, prosimetrum, and long novels) that
recognized the texts as the foremost source of evidence for their own interpretation, and applied to
them the analytical tools of New Criticism. The critical rigor of the text-first approach immediately
freed the greater conversation of a host of cumbersome historical assumptions that were being used
as convenient placeholders for hard knowledge, while the toolkit revealed a wealth of stylistic,
thematic, structural, and genealogical information about said texts that had not been noticed
previously. Arguably, however, the New Critical textual focus also manifested itself within this new
body of scholarship as a textual bias, which motivated the researcher to avoid or assiduously
minimize the potential influence of oral performance on the texts under his microscope.

In 1967, Patrick Hanan published an article in the Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies entitled
“The Eatly Chinese Short Story: A Critical Theory in Outline,” in which he exposed the
inadequacy of scholarly approaches to pre-modern Chinese vernacular narrative that employed “the
terms of convenience rather than the terms of scholarship” in historical analyses of the genre,
thereby subjecting the texts to historical speculation and cuz hoc ergo propter hoc reasoning. He
therefore advocated for a new study of the early vernacular short story that favored “objective
analysis of existing works” in order to identify the texts accurately as constituents of one or more
genres, which would prove useful for both stylistic comparisons and longitudinal studies of literary
development. While the monumental results of classifying short story texts according to stylistic and

thematic criteria would not appear until his subsequent book, The Chinese Short Story: Studies in Dating,

36 (Hanan, 1967)
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Authorship, and Composition (1973), “A Critical Theory in Outline” enumerated principles of inquiry
which, I would argue, oriented the rest of his scholarship on the subject.

To begin with, Hanan quotes Milman Parry on the incommensurability of oral and written
“literatures”: “Literature falls into two great parts not so much because there are two kinds of
culture, but because there are two kinds of form: the one part of literature is oral, the other
written.””” While Parry and his protégé, Albert Lord, would later make clear that “form” in this case
refers to mode of composition (individual written composition versus composition-in-performance),
Hanan interprets it as an aspect of the finished product, namely, oral literature and written literature
as bodies of narrative. Yet at the same time he asserts that “oral literature must be considered as oral
literature, and that in an analysis of the genres of fiction it cannot be considered alongside written
literature,” he also imports the entire distinction into the purview of written literary criticism by
stating, “What Milman Parry calls ‘form’ is approximately what Northrop Frye calls ‘genre,” and by
suggesting that the early texts of vernacular literature may bypass the serious distinction he has just
laid out. While Hanan avers that “There is no doubt that the stuff-material of many of these works
existed once in oral literature,” and that “the written versions endeavor to suggest an oral
performance,” he exempts himself from any serious consideration of the influences of said oral

milieu via a rational maneuver which is so important that it must be quoted in full:

In thinking of them as stories written ab initio, are we vitiating any comparisons we may
make? Are we not perhaps doing as stupid a thing as comparing a play with a piece of narrative? For
vatious reasons, I think not. First, while we cannot doubt the connection of many stories with oral
literature, the statement than any considerable number of them represent a story-tellet’s serip? is
unproven.... On the other hand, there are stories which say explicitly that they have been derived
from oral literature, in the sense that they have been compiled from stuff-material which had existed
orally. This is a very different matter, and such stories can legitimately be considered as written
literature. Secondly, no one has yet succeeded in showing, on the basis of observable features, that
stories which are supposed to be directly related to a story-teller’s script differ significantly from the
rest. Thus, even supposing there are among our early extant stories some which reproduce the texts of
the story-tellers, they are still not distinguishable from stories compiled or composed as written pieces

37 See (Parry, 1933) quoted in (Hanan, 1967), p. 170.
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for a reading public. There is really no bar to our considering all of the stories together as examples of

written literature.*®

To paraphrase: Oral and written forms of literature are so fundamentally different as to be
incomparable. Yet the early vernacular texts in question, though they show clear and multivalent
connections to oral storytelling milieux, can be treated as written stories ab initio because the hitherto
mainstream conjecture that they were storytellers’ scripts is poorly evidenced, and also because no
one has identified unique features of the most “oral” of the texts differentiating them from the rest —
and Hanan himself is not about to try. Therefore, as written pieces composed for a reading public,
the texts are fit subjects for dissection using the tools of Western literary criticism.

Hanan’s scholatly project vis-a-vis the huaben as a literary corpus involves a system of textual
dating based on style” along with extensive re-classification of texts according to style, subject, and
presumed authorship®, through which he locates an extensive literary genealogy around texts which
earlier scholars had presumed to be the direct products of oral performance. Hanan argued that
much more of the huaben stories than previously thought were adaptations from classical, not oral
literature, and that the agents of these texts’ adaptation or original production were more authorial
than Prusek and his Chinese contemporaries had imagined.*" Echoes of folkloric styles and
structure, he conjectures, also likely came not from professional but from “casual oral storytelling,”*
a practice associated with literati circles via figures like Hong Mai, author of the Y7 Jian 25" (Inglis
translates as The Record of the Listener), and the recorders of Tang tales. Perhaps most importantly,

Hanan argues that the “simulated context” of the oral storyteller in performance that frames the

38 Ibid., 170-1.

3 Hanan, Patrick. The Chinese Short Story: Studies in Dating, Authorship, and Composition. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1973.
40 Hanan, Patrick. The Chinese Vernacular Story. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1981.

4 Ibid., along with articles like (Hanan, 1969).

42 Hanan, Critical Theory in Outline, p. 195. Hanan’s attribution of some eatly buaben to “the casual oral fiction of the Song”
comes with no corollary explanation of what “casual oral fiction” might be, or how we might understand it as a
generative source for narrative. Moreover, the highly conventionalized nature of the stories to which he refers (such as
the highly formulaic “demon stories” of Sixty Stories and the Three Words trilogy) seems to contraindicate a casual origin.
4 (Hong, 1937)
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individual huaben narrative is a fundamentally literary device which, regardless of its potential roots in
oral storytelling, provided a model for literary writing within the archetype of a written genre of
vernacular fiction for which he believed a readership had existed since at least the Yuan dynasty.
When Hanan does encounter in the earlier huaben narrative elements drawn from a “common
storehouse of convention [which]...must have belonged initially to oral, not written, literature,” he
refrains from pursuing that train of thought on the grounds that it can only lead into speculation.**
His implicit separation of these two phenomena — a disingenuously imitative “storyteller’s manner”
and a certain amount of narrative content presumably derived from oral origins represents a critical
problem which we will attempt to address over the next several chapters, with particular emphasis
on previously unnoticed aspects of style that execute specific functions upon certain kinds of
content.

Additionally, studies of early vernacular fiction and drama texts by Wilt Idema and Andrew
Plaks came to similar conclusions about the literary nature of textual genres once thought to be
intimately connected to Song-dynasty oral storytelling. Plaks reverses eatlier conjecture about the use
of stock phrases, episodic plots, and conventional narrative units in long novels like the Shuzhu zhuan
as vestiges of oral storytelling by arguing that they in fact represent the conscious manipulation of a
single author looking to create a “figural density” which is the aesthetic hallmark of the Ming-
dynasty long novel. Idema takes a close look at the evidence surrounding Prusek’s assumptions
about the connection between Song-dynasty xzaoshuno performance and the huaben texts, concluding
that “on almost every point, the conclusions of my research contradict the established theory
concerning the origin of Chinese colloquial fiction.”* His own summary of that research as it

pertains to the origins of the huaben he sums up nicely as follows:

4 Ibid., p. 197-8.
#(Idema, 1974), p.xxxv.
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A direct link between bua-pen and the Sung Hsiao-shuo not only cannot be proved, but is contradicted
by the Sung sources; that the main origin of the hua-pen as they appear in the Ch'ing-p-ing shan-t'ang bhua-
pen may have been the interaction of the classical ¢b’wan-ch’i and dramatic literature; that the
conspicuous use of the ‘storyteller’s mannet’ is a consequence mainly of Feng Meng-lung’s
reinterpretation of the genre and due to his overall rewritings; and that any origin of the genre as a

popular, commercial art should not be adduced to explain the characteristics of the hua-pen as he

fashioned them.*®

Idema goes further than Hanan by suggesting that the huaben corpus bears no organic connection to

storytelling at all; many of the entries in our oldest collection of texts, he argues, the Sixty Stories, are

probably the textual offspring of either Classical tales or Southern stage drama (nanxi ¥ 8, while

the more complete stories of Feng Menglong’s Three Words trilogy reflect Feng’s own authorial
invention, since “the storyteller figure only became more vocal as the text moved further away from
its supposed oral origins.”*” Nevertheless, Idema reinforces his argument with an appeal to textual
primacy: “If these compilers or authors would choose to adop? some of the storyteller’s conventions,
we cannot treat such elements as leftovers from the past, but we have to consider them as deliberate
artistic inventions.”* This is to say that even if the eatly huaben authors did have the rhetoric of
storytelling performance in mind when they fashioned the texts, investigating that connection too
deeply could prejudice our reading of those texts.

It’s hard to overstate how influential these critical reassessments, which put aside
performance-related lines of inquiry in favor of pure textual criticism, have become within the
sphere of English-language scholarship on the huxaben and its proximate vernacular literatures. By
repudiating correlation-based, ideological, or otherwise overstated cases made by previous scholars

and identifying unique criteria by which texts like the “vernacular short story” (as Hanan prefers to

46 Tbid. 3

47 Paize Keulemans summarizing Hanan in “The Making of the Pearl-sewn Shirf” and 1dema in Chinese 1 ernacular Fiction:
The Formative Period, found in (Keulemans, 2014), p. 38.

4 Ibid., p.71.
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call it) can be judged on their own terms, they have paved the way for other pathbreaking
investigations of vernacular long fiction, drama, prosimetric chantefables, popular “genre” fiction,
and drum-ballads. Hanan’s assessment of the “simulated context” of the storyteller-narrator in
vernacular fiction as a literary invention — supported by his rigorous adherence to textual evidence as
the only reliable standard of proof — constitutes a mainstream position in the field.

This is not to say that contemporary scholars have not nuanced or critiqued Hanan’s
position. In Sound Rising from the Paper, his 2014 monograph on the acoustic landscapes of late
imperial martial arts fiction, author Paize Keulemans cites Yang Shuhui, Andrew Plaks, and Anne
McLaren as proponents of a mediating position, which suggests that “the storyteller figure should be
regarded neither as evidence of popular oral origins nor as a purely textual invention fully divorced
from actual storytelling, but rather as an elite appropriation and reinvention of popular modes of
oral performance.”* This position implies a dipartite aesthetic focus within the varied corpus of
literature employing the storyteller’s manner: on one level, re-creation of the storyteller persona in

the readet’s literary “ear” could prompt “an imagined vocalization’

that could, among other things,
invoke the liveliness of ritual or communal spaces like a marketplace or a festival. On another level,
“an elite interpretation of this lively voice would present the textualized sound of the oral performer
as an illusion whose function it was to remind the reader of the illusion of fiction itself.”' Thus,
Keulemans contends, the illusion of the storyteller’s voice in a single text could fulfill two very
different functions — the first performative and mimetic, the second ironical — depending on the
critical capabilities of the reader. This dual function of the imagined voice enables the soundscapes

9552

of vernacular literature to “mediate the relationship between oral and textual cultures,” in part by

49 Sound Rising from the Paper, p.38.
50 Ibid., p. 39.

51 Ibid.

52 Tbid., 33-64.
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highlighting ideological conflict between different social groups in the Beijing-centric world of the
bannerman class.

Significantly, Sound Rising from the Paper spotlights Qing-dynasty vernacular texts, such as
Green Peony (Lii Mudan), The Dragon Diadem (Longtu gong'an), and Three Knights and Five Gallants (Sanxia
wayl),”> which demonstrate a reciprocal relationship between textual and oral production, posing a
fundamental challenge to eatlier, teleological perspectives on the development of vernacular
literature. Yet it is still a literary study in terms of both its focus and values. While the dual aesthetic
function of the storyteller’s voice must necessarily involve a certain degree of fidelity to the
performance contexts it imitates (how else could its mimetic function succeed?), the dynamic
presence of performance as a sphere of influence is not discussed in the degree of detail that would
necessitate a dive into oral narrative studies.”

By contrast, Chinese performance literature specialist Anne McLaren has contributed to the
discussion in a new way by applying ethnographies of living and historical performance traditions to
the scrutiny of specific corpora of early vernacular literature. McLaren’s Chinese Popular Culture and
Ming Chantefables investigates a very obviously performance-influenced body of texts — the fifteenth-
century chantefable song-texts excavated in Jiading County, Shanghai® — via a multi-disciplinary
research model the author terms “literary anthropology,” which draws from historical record,
proximate narrative sources, and surviving performance genres that share textual genealogy with the
chantefables in order to understand how, by whom, and in what interpretive contexts those texts were

produced and utilized. McLaren’s establishment of a fluid set of contexts — ritual, economic,

53 For originals, see (Wu, 2011), (Unknown, 1974), (Unknown, 1991). For Margaret Wan’s original study of the Green
Peony tale and drum ballad, see (Wan, 2009).

>4 Keulemans does cite Albert Lord’s watershed study of South Slavic song and the Homeric epics, The Singer of Tales, as
well as the work of anthropologist Walter Ong on the communal nature of oral communication. While both researchers
contributed in critical ways to the field of oral narrative studies, as I will demonstrate in the second half of this chapter,
their findings have also been recently nuanced or superseded in ways that necessarily affect their applicability to this
particular research case.

5 (Unknown, 1973)
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Confucian, and others — around the chantefables highlights their existence outside of any singular,
literary environment of production and consumption, and thereby obviates the relative limitations of
pure literary-critical analysis in this case. Her attention to the social function of a chantefable text as a
libretto for re-vocalization, which resists the default critical position that written texts should be
understood as tools for silent reading, also forces us to reconsider any belief in an unbridgeable gulf
between reading and performance.

That said, Chinese Popular Culture leaves significant room for further inquiry into the rhetoric
of the Jiading county chantefables. The stylistic device of the “storyteller’s manner” is amply visible in
the chantefable texts, as McLaren notes; yet her chapter on rhetoric, which attempts to “trace the

evolution of this [storytellet] style from chantefable to prose tale’

within a mere seventeen pages at
the end of the monograph, leans heavily on older critical perspectives that actively distance the
inquiry from any serious consideration of performance dynamics. For instance, McLaren invokes the
New Critical narratologist Gerard Genette and his concept of narrative levels to explain the
functions of the “storyteller’s manner” in the chantefables because the field of Chinese vernacular
fiction lacks formal definitions, despite having made reference in her introduction to Albert Lord
and John Miles Foley, oral narrative theorists who had already developed a wealth of new
perspectives and formal terminologies. As she parses the chantefable storyteller into levels according
to Genette’s structure, McLaren argues that the chantefables themselves do not feature the same kind
of explicit rhetoric that later vernacular short stories do, and that this notable absence reinforces

Patrick Hanan and Wilt Idema’s assertions that the “storyteller’s manner” of vernacular fiction has

no organic predecessor in oral storytelling.”” Given those scholats’ preferences, as described above,

56(McLaren, Anne E., 1998), p.263.

57 McLaten here cites Walter Ong’s observation in his 1982 book, Orality and Literacy: “In Homeric epics, the product of
a centuries-long oral tradition, the narrator never appears as ‘L.” Virgil, however, begins his imitation of the Homeric
epics, the Aeneid, with ‘1 sing of arms and the man.”” Chinese Popular Culture, 260; citing (Ong, 2009), p. 159.
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as well as the fact that neither of them had read the chantefables when they published, we might fairly
surmise that thorough consideration of performance dynamics might open new ground.

Notable contemporary scholars who have explored the dynamics and influences of
traditional oral narrative include Vibeke Bordahl, Mark Bender, and Ge Liangyan, whose monograph
was introduced at the beginning of this chapter. Bordahl and Bender, both ethnographers of
Chinese oral narrative performance, have produced studies of contemporary Chinese long-form
narrative and prosimetric oral performance traditions which engage with current folklore and oral
narrative research, and are therefore of crucial importance; that work will be introduced in detail
later in this chapter.

Ge Liangyan, by contrast, is a scholar of late imperial literature. His monograph on the
hybrid functionality of narrative in the Shuihu Zhuan (traditionally considered to be the oldest and
most “oral” of the Four Great Novels of the Ming dynasty) not only highlights the problematic
indifference of eatrlier Sinologists to folklore studies, it deploys current concepts from that field to
open up new interpretations of a well-worn vernacular text and break down preconceptions
concerning oral-derived literature. Having established a philological basis for comparison between
the Shuihun and the earliest vernacular stories identified by Hanan, Ge identifies the presence of
narrative phenomena which folklore scholars have proven to be organic characteristics of traditional
oral narrative.”® He integrates this fresh perspective on oral-derived narrative dynamics with a
reexamination of the Shuihn’s complex textual history, the results of which suggest that the received
Shuthu text evolved through a process of conglomeration involving a reciprocal relationship between

oral and literary sources.” Where Plaks argued that the Shuibu, like the other Three Great Novels,

<<

58 For instance, Ge identifies four story-patterns within the Shuzbu (“exile-imprisonment,” “tragicomic survival,” “beating
the bully and defending the injured,” and “slaying a sister-in-law”) which exhibit multiformity, a feature of oral narrative
structure in which a superficially flexible surface structure masks an underlying unity. (Ge, 2001), p. 64.

5 Ibid., p. 120.
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was the product of a single author who skillfully manipulated the style of oral storytelling to serve a
singular literary aesthetic, Ge describes the Shuihu as a an accretive, polyphonic text that cannot
accommodate our desire to see it as either wholly oral-derived or wholly literary because it speaks in
multiple voices.

Every aspect of Ge’s research as described above offers us an opportunity to look back at
the vernacular short stories known as buaben from a fresh perspective. His initial observations on the
state of the scholarly conversation and its planar swing between two polarized viewpoints inspire us
to search for the motes in our critical eye, and subsequently for ways to circumvent them. By
identifying heterogeneous elements of narrative-making that evince strong oral influences, Ge also
hints at a multivocality within the narrative that mirrors the cooperative production of the family of
textual artifacts — many voices, many hands, and more than one creative environment. If oral
narrative performance is neither the crude beginning of a literature that finds its apogee through
authorial writing, nor a fundamentally “literary” process in itself (as Prusek suggests), but a persistent
source of influence that can both absorb and produce texts, should we not re-examine critical
methodologies that attempt to minimize it? Put more concretely, does our interpretation of the
storyteller’s manner as a “simulated context” for the written huaben story change when we find the
balance of power between writing and performance equalized? If substantive engagement with oral
narrative studies changed Ge Liangyan’s reading of the Shuihu huan, how might it alter our reading

of those shorter vernacular texts which sit at the very center of the debate?

Inventing, then Bridging the Great Divide: Critical Innovations in Oral Narrative Studies

The body of research constituting oral narrative studies continually develops at the

intersection of folklore studies, anthropology, and literary studies; as such, it seeks to inform us on
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the historical and ideological contexts under which oral narrative traditions persist, their modes of
enactment through performance, and their diverse relationship with textual production and
reception. Multiple insights from the field stand out as potentially germane to our discussion of
ancient Chinese vernacular short fiction. The early observation that writing is a technology that
promulgates a self-centered system of values helps us to identify aporias created by textual bias in
past studies of oral-derived literature, allowing us to frame new, more independent questions.
Ethnographies of living narrative traditions have uncovered both shared dynamics that help define a
unique human practice and tradition-specific features that can shed light on other phenomena within
the same cultural sphere. When invoked as comparative analogues of narrative-making, performance
ethnographies have also revolutionized our understanding of texts long thought to be the products
of performance, especially as we have become more familiar with the role of tradition as a special
index of narrative meaning. Discoveries of the influence of oral narrative performance on the
production and reception of texts (and, conversely, the influence of texts on performance) along
with historical examples of reciprocal relationships between the two inspire us to question old
assumptions of mutual exclusivity between performance and print and a unidirectional evolution of
stories from the former to the latter.

It is true that, as Hanan’s 1967 citation of Milman Parry makes clear, the earliest contributors
to the field of oral narrative studies also advanced an assumption that would serve to harden the
“binary logic” that Ge Liangyan observed — namely, that oral and literary narratives inhabited
mutually exclusive worlds of production and reception. To Albert Lord, that exclusivity was limited
to modes of narrative composition, as he contrasted the South Slavic bard’s need to compose in
performance with the solitary task of writing, while Walter Ong went as far as to suggest that orality
and literacy represented distinct and totally incommensurable modes of thought. Later termed the

“Great Divide theory” by other folklorists, this belief in an exclusive dichotomy between “orality”
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and “literacy” quite clearly influenced Western Sinological perspectives on the buaben question. Yet,
as I will demonstrate, that belief has been fundamentally problematized by newer generations of oral
narrative researchers in ways that allow us to identify conclusively points of integration between oral
and written traditions.

Breakthrough researchers of oral narrative dynamics in the 20 century — scholars like
Milman Parry, Albert Lord, and Walter Ong, with whose work Sinologists in general seem to be
most familiar — established the field as most of us know it by making an argument as simple as it is
persistently controversial: traditional forms of oral storytelling employ language to create narrative in
unique fashions that are recognizably distinct from those employed in written texts. Put bluntly, oral
narrative is its own demesne of narrative, which deserves to be investigated and evaluated
independently, and not as a mangué form of written natrative.”” Obviously, this assertion generated a
mandate to research genres of oral narrative performance on their own terms, the results of which
will form the theoretical groundwork of this chapter and dissertation; it also inspired reflection on
the ways in which writing as a technology promulgates a self-centered system of communicative
values which marginalizes the oral and thereby skews critical perspectives on it.

In his 1982 book Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, Walter Ong argues that
writing irrevocably re-structures the consciousness of individuals in societies that had, before they
became literate, relied wholly on oral communication. Moreover, Ong claims, writing does so in
such a way as to install itself as a default referent for communicative values. Many serious
shortcomings have been found in this thesis; they will be discussed presently. Yet nevertheless,
Orality and 1iteracy deserves our attention as literary scholars for two reasons. First, it makes several
distinctions between oral and written forms of communication based on ethnographic studies of

cultures with strong oral traditions — distinctions which will resonate with those who study

%0 (Lord, Mitchell and Nagy, 2000), passim but especially the preface.
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literatures linked to performance contexts.”’ For instance, Ong reminds us that words in an oral
tradition are invisible sounds without any visual focus or trace, noting: “You might ‘call’ them back
— ‘recall’ them. But there is nowhere to look’ for them. They are occurrences, events.”” The active
memory of these words, especially in a vast, recognizable organization like a narrative, also usually
involves a somatic component, such as a gesture, a prop, or a tune, because spoken words modify “a

256

total, existential situation, which always engages the body.”* Not only is language in spoken
discourse an immediate event, it is dialogic (and therefore social) and deeply subjective, being
connected to the “human lifeworld” of the interlocutors’ present moment. By contrast, writing (Ong
argues) is an autonomous discourse that separates the reader from her present moment and draws
her into an “unreal, unnatural wotld” created by her own imagination with the help of visual signs.**
It privileges the “dissecting gaze” of sight over the unifying faculty of hearing; by this it implies
permanence and encourages objective speculation. It also restructures memory by unmooring the
story from formulae, somatic components, and other structural mnemonic devices and attaching
instead to semiotic markings, the production of which is attributable to an historically separate but
also specific human hand — which, crucially, gave its series of markings a definite beginning, body,
and ending. Forty years after this book’s publication, such dichotomies between fluidity and finality,
between mnemonic and contextual organization, and between “unifying” and “dissecting’” modes of
reception continue appear in studies of oral traditions and oral-derived literatures across the world.
Yet, Ong contests, the pre-emptive nature of writing, which will “assimilate other things to

itself,”® invites those from literate societies to evaluate oral and oral-derived narratives on the basis

of distinctly literary values, thereby limiting our understanding of oral narrative by describing it in

61 (Ong, 2009)
62 Ibid., 31.
63 Ibid., 67.
64 Ibid., 79.
%5 Ibid., 11.
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relation to the written. Persons from literary and typographic cultures whose linguistic memories are
not mnemonically organized are likely to imagine narrative “as typically designed in a climactic linear
plot,” and to find the episodicity and often formulaic patterning of oral traditional narratives

repetitive, unoriginal, or shallow.*

Similarly, the literary (and especially typographical) emphasis on
completeness and closure can skew such persons’ evaluations of oral-linked texts that begin 7 medias
res, appear to skip important sections of plot, or offer multiple endings (or no ending at all). Ong
includes several examples of literary bias in the eatly pages of Orality and Literacy; we need merely
point to statements by John Bishop and C.T. Hsia cited in the pages just above.

The most visible example of literary bias, in Ong’s view, is the term ora/ literature itself, which
had been so commonly used to refer to bodies of oral narrative as well as their oral-derived textual
relatives, and which reflects “our inability to represent to our own minds a heritage of verbally
organized materials except as some variant of writing, even when they have nothing to do with
writing at all.”*” One the one hand, his objection draws strength from the most broadly disputed
aspect of his thesis, which is that written literacy enacts a permanent transformation of human
consciousness away from a pure state of “primary orality,” the influences of which can only survive
as “oral residue” left behind a literate world; later researchers in the field have presented a
preponderance of evidence against the teleological and divisive aspects of this thesis. On the other
hand, Ong’s elucidation of the literary bias inherent in the field and its vocabulary forces us to
reconsider assumptions like Patrick Hanan’s assumption that we may treat texts cleatly influenced by
oral performance as written literature. Hanan argued that by ignoring questions of oral provenance,

he was not missing anything of substance that could not be found via the tools of literary criticism.

Walter Ong’s work begins to challenge this assumption. If the domain of oral communication

% Ibid., 142-3.
7 Ibid., 10.
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(especially traditional narrative) is substantive of itself, Ong’s work suggests, and not simply a
shadow or a poor ancestor of the literary, then we may be justified in re-examining the textual
descendants of oral traditions from a more balanced viewpoint.

Yet constructing that viewpoint requires looking past Ong’s broad theorization toward more
concrete bodies of evidence, which can be found in empirically grounded studies of oral and oral-
derived narrative, beginning of course with Milman Parry and Albert Lord’s ethnography of
Yugoslavian epic singing and comparison to Homeric rhetoric, The Singer of Tales. The 1960
monograph expanded and defined the field of oral narrative studies in several of its aspects, yet
perhaps the most visible of its contributions was methodological: The Singer of Tales was the first
literary study to employ an ethnography of living oral performance as an analogue for reading an
ancient text that features the rhetorical figure of a storyteller. Both Parry in 1933 and Lord in 1960
presented their method in straightforward terms as a means of defining the form of oral epic
poetry.”® After years of direct criticism by classicists who considered it an imposition of new voices
onto old texts, as well as indirect criticism by scholars of non-Greek traditions suddenly immersed in
a “Parry-Lord theory” that seemingly claimed universal relevance, Lord defended his method by
emphasizing its particularity. Rebutting the classicist D.H. Green in the posthumously published /e

Singer Resumes the Tale, Lord quotes Opland:

If we are aware that what we are studying in the two cultures is an analogous phenomenon, then it is
not necessary that the cultures be either similar or contemporaneous |...] The student of any one living
tradition ought to find relevance in the study of any other living tradition [...] The student of a dead
oral tradition can similatly find relevance in the study of living oral traditions. Some observations on
the contemporary traditions will fit the extant facts of his dead tradition, others will not; he must pick
and choose what seem to him to be illuminating points of comparison. He must never assume a one-
to-one correspondence between any two traditions, an assumption that would lead him to force the

.. .. 69
facts of a living tradition onto those of a dead one.”

8 Singer of Tales, pp. 3-10.
% (Lord and Lotrd, 1995), p.193.
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The ethnography of living oral performance, Lord argues here and elsewhere, is an empirical study
that produces limited but concrete results; the comparative literary scholar, understanding that oral
narrative traditions are a persistent trait of human cultures throughout history, may look to those
results for inspiring correspondences without jumping to conclusions about causality. That assertion
opened broad new horizons for scholars grappling with ancient vernacular texts, many of which
evince some sort of connection to oral narrative. Where once there were none, ethnographies of
living performance traditions now abound, and we may search for inspiration in studies of oral
traditions from all over the world. Findings from those studies have helped scholars of several
different global literatures better understand ancient corpora like Homeric rhapsodies, Provengal
ballads™, Persian dastan,”" the Icelandic sagas,” and the Vedas.”’In the Chinese case, anthropologist
and scholar of Yangzhou pinghua narrative performance Vibeke Bordahl utilized her ethnography of
that living tradition to analyze a single story-cycle (known as “Wu Song Fights the Tiger”) as it
appears in several ancient texts. While Bordahl takes great care to limit her conclusions to the source
materials of a single story, her comparison of the use of the “storyteller’s manner” in live
performances of “Wu Song” to the vernacular text versions establishes a basis for new, substantive
research that takes oral narrative seriously.”

One singular advantage of comparative ethnography is its proximity to living performers; in
Lord’s case, careful observation of the South Slavic gus/ar led him to the inspiring and highly
controversial conclusion that the oral poet’s method of composition in performance represented the
central difference between oral and written narrative. Unlike the literary poet, who can compose,

draught, and revise his work alone and at different times, the oral poet must sing and keep on

70 Nagy, Gregoty. Poetry as Performance: Homer and Beyond. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 1996.
71 Rubanovich, Julia. “Orality in Medieval Persian Literature.” In (Reichl, 2016), pp. 653-79.

72 (Gisli Sigurdsson, 2004).

73 Brockington, John, “The Textualization of the Vedas,” in (Honko, 2000).

74 (Botdahl, 2013)
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singing; his story is not addressed to imaginary readers but to real listeners who expect it to continue
for as long as it can. The oral poet met the need for fluent composition what Milman Parry first
termed formulae—conventional lexical units of varying lengths, from the short patronymic to the
traditional theme and story-pattern, which fit his song structure and could be invoked in
performance as necessity dictated. The audience members, probably almost as familiar with the
singer’s lexicon of formulae as he, expected the singer to invoke them in ways that amplified and
nuanced but did not contradict the tradition. Lotrd believed, furthermore, that this method of
formulaic composition was the unique stock-in-trade of the oral poet, and could not be integrated
into written composition, ot vice versa”; the appearance of formulaic composition in a written text,
therefore, reliably indicated the influence of oral composition on that text.

Parry and Lord’s identification of the formula as a lexical unit of many possible scopes (from
single phrase to entire story-pattern) and Lord’s foregrounding of composition-in-performance as a
distinct method of narration are useful guideposts for the present study; the fixation on the
utilitarian function of oral formulae and his belief in the incommensurability of oral and written
methods have also been problematized in beneficial ways. First and foremost, his assertion of
mutual exclusivity between oral and written modes, which Walter Ong expanded to describe a
psycho-cultural phenomenon, has been generally overturned by a host of researchers whose
evidence indicates — to quote Ruth Finnegan — that “speaking and writing intermingle in manifold
genres rather than exist in monolithic and clearly separated form.... Oral and written traditions are
not independent streams, as once supposed; the same works appear in both modes and move

9376

between them.”” The psycho-cultural state of “primary orality” that Ong envisioned appears to be

75 To quote Lord: “The two techniques [oral and written] are, I submit, contradictory and mutually exclusive. Once the
oral technique is lost, it is never regained. The written technique, on the other hand, is not compatible with the oral
technique, and the two could not possibly combine, to form another, a third, a ‘transitional’ technique.” (Lord, Mitchell
and Nagy, 2000)p. 129.

76 (Finnegan, 2015).
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more the stuff of imagination than fact; while some contemporary studies complicate earlier,
generalized assumption of (il)literacy rates among older civilizations, others have also found that
cultures without writing systems can create oral narratives using distinctly “literary” methods of
composition,”” or maintain an immutable body of narratives with no textual referent at all purely
through recitation and rote memorization.” Oral narrative performers have also been found who
weave writing together with oral modes of composition as they craft narratives for performance;
Russel Kaschula found that to be the case with Xhosa performance poets in the early decades of this
century, who employ literary methods of composition as they prepare their highly-celebrated
occasional poems.”

Corollary to these complex new notions of “orality” is a host of evidence that texts and
textuality, which Ong believed to be a permanent successor to “oral consciousness,” can actually be
appropriated by and made subordinate to oral narrative traditions, while the rhetorical modes of oral
performance can also be utilized by writers who wish to invoke the receptive context of oral
storytelling — an observation which fundamentally dissolves the teleological underpinnings of much
mainstream scholarship on oral and written narrative traditions. One visible example of the first
phenomenon — the subordination of text and textuality by performance traditions — appears in The
Singer of Tales. Lord describes how the famous gus/ar Avdo Medjedovi¢, who could not read at all,
had a moderately literate friend read out loud an epic poem Avdo did not know that had been
published as a chapbook. After a single read-through, Avdo performed the poem in song — did so
“word for word,” he claimed, though his performed narrative differed significantly from the printed

80

text.” Similar examples of oral performers bending texts to their own rules abound, as do textual

77 See examples of Pacific Island oral poetry crafted into a set imaginative “text” documented by Finnegan in (Finnegan,
1988).

78 See, for example, the memorization-based oral history of the Gauls as described by Julius Caesar in De Bello Gallico
6.14 (C. Julius Caesar and McDevitte, 1869) and quoted in (Saussy, 2016)p.5.

7 (Kaschula, 1997), pp. 173-191.

80 (Lord, Mitchell and Nagy, 2000), p.22; expanded upon by Foley in (Foley, 1995), p. 208.
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artifacts that were created not as literary end-products, but as tools to meet the needs of oral
performance.” While a literary critic might point to the usage of such texts within an historical or
contemporary performance tradition as evidence of textual ancestry (establishing a hierarchy with the
“source text” at the top), and a Modernist literary historian focus on literary works which
appropriate that tradition (a teleology with the “literary text” as its culmination), the folklorist who
attends to the tradition itself notices a helical pattern of mutual diversion and reinforcement between
performance and text in which literary values of permanence, authority, and accuracy are subverted.
Likewise, folklorists have also uncovered examples of textual artifacts meant for reading that
reflect the receptive contexts of oral performance.”” On the orthographic level, medievalist
Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe has argued persuasively that the presentation of the earliest Old English
texts on the page suggests that they reflect communicative rules derived from oral narrative
performance. For instance, while the Latin translations of Old English songs recorded by Bede
employ all the typographic conventions of Latin poetry, which invest the text with its own guides for
interpretation, the original versions written in the margins employ no punctuation, spacing, or
capitalization of any kind, suggesting that the author wrote the text according to internalized rules of
hearing and performing. In addition, early poetic texts like the Andreas trequently punctuate in ways
that are “less syntactic than phrasal...less metrical than thythmical,”® in which the punctuating
element(s) “are placed not according to a spatial understanding of the larger grammatical or logical
relationships among elements in a sentence, but rather temporally, as the result of a process of

understanding the gradual unfolding of statements in time.”®* O’Brien O’Keefe concludes from this

81 Two sources from the Sinological field come immediately to mind. The first is Chen Wulou’s article “Old Questions
Discussed Anew on ‘huaber’,” translated in (Wulou, Borotova and Berdahl, 1998), in which he copies excerpts from
scripts and crib sheets used by actual storytellers. Second, and more recently, is Bordahl and Ge’s translation of the
Western Han storyteller’s script, first mentioned in (Bordahl, 2019) and later published in full translation in (Berdahl and
Ge, 2019).

82 For other Old English examples, see Foley, The Singer of Tales in Performance, p.73

83 (O’Brien O’Keeffe, 1990), p. 168 onward.

84 Tbid.
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that texts like the Andreas are not scripts, but written embodiments of performance: “They are
performances and readings, not directions for the performance of a reading. They record a
transitional stage in the transmission of verse, where necessary interpretive information appears in
graphic directions determined and mediated by the subjectivity characteristic of oral performance.”®
Although O’Brien O’Keefe’s conception of a “transitional stage” (similar to Idema’s “formative
period”) affords much less creative agency to ancient textual creators than we do here — the concept
of “transitional text” implying unconscious participation in an evolutionary process — it still
recognizes the possibility of a relationship between narrative traditions being taken advantage of in
texts explicitly meant for reading. The capability of texts to react symbiotically, not antagonistically,
with elements of oral tradition (a phenomenon Walter Ong believed impossible and Hanan declined

to consider) becomes a central proposition in this dissertation because, once we recognize it, new

fields of inquiry come into view.

Performance and Tradition: Reading the Oral-Derived Text

Lord’s search for a new perspective on the Homeric epics uncovered a world of new
information pertaining to oral performance, which as a narrative activity Lord considered to be not
only distinct, but also incommensurable with the practice of writing for a reader. Later
ethnographers would identify other recurrent dynamics of oral narrative performance, most notably
its unique capacity to index lexical integers differently than other kinds of speech or writing, as well
as its reliance on tradition both as a means to invoke the performance space and as a repository for

those differently indexed meanings. And while “the performance” did succeed “the text” as the

5 Ibid., p.187
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dominant focus of attention in folklore studies for a petiod,” polatized understandings of the two
have given way to the more nuanced and responsive idea of spectra of influence as scholars find more
evidence of integration between the two.*” Of particular importance to scholars of ancient
vernacular texts is John Miles Foley’s concept of Immanent Art, which integrates Parry and Lord’s
identification of the oral formula with later ethnographies of performance to suggest that the
functions by which oral narrative performance make meaning can persist as textual rhetoric. Those
functions, including the keying of an interpretive space resembling a performance arena, the use of a
tradition-dependent linguistic register, and the use of lexical and thematic formulae to invoke a
metonymic reality, can be identified by readers who recognize “the rhetorical signals that are the
bequest of performance and tradition, and [...] credit these signals with the institutionalized
meanings they carry as a dedicated register of verbal communication.”® Sensitive readings of this
sort, which not only admit but stipulate the documentary nature of the evidence,” can identify
textual voices previously unheard without falling into the unrealistic logical traps inherent in a
performance-versus-text dichotomy.

Haun Saussy goes further than anyone else in deconstructing Lordian binaries of “orality”
and “literacy” in the 2016 monograph The Ethnography of Rhythm: Orality and Its Technologies, an
intellectual history of “the concept [of orality]’s formulation and...the difficulty of articulating ‘oral

literature™” from antiquity until the 1960s which, despite an eatly disclaimer, also makes broad

86 See Honko’s preface to The Textualization of Oral Epics in (Honko, 2000).

87 Foley summarizes the state of the field beautifully when he writes: “The old model of the Great Divide between
orality and literacy has given way in most quarters, pointing toward the accompanying demise of the absolutist
dichotomy of performance versus document. One of the preconditions for this shift from a model of contrasts to one of
spectra has been the exposure of writing and literacy as complex technologies that are certainly neither monolithic nor
deserving of unqualified reduction across cultures, but which, as generalized abstractions, harbor virtually innumerable
differences according to tradition, gente, function, and the like. Consequently, text can no longer be separated out as
something different by species from the oral tradition it records or draws upon; the question becomes not whether but
how performance and document speak to one another.” (Foley, 1995), p. 79.

88 Tbid., 81

89 Tbid., 62

% (Saussy, 2016), p. 1.
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claims about the nature of oral narrative itself. It deserves both appreciative and cautionary attention
from this dissertation because, on the one hand, it provides an exemplary reframing of critical
perspectives on oral narrative studies and a fresh look at the subject matter that transcends specialist
jargon; on the other hand, it bases its radically new definition of oral narrative and its abandonment
of the field on a critique that leaves the experience of oral and oral-derived print narrative — the
transformative event of performance — entirely out of account, leaving the argument fundamentally
incomplete and in danger of replicating some of the biases it identifies.

The book argues that “orality” as an independent concept has always been the product of
literary studies, and that scholatly efforts to stabilize and define it have invariably overlooked crucial
features of oral narrative as a technology, both before and after writing was identified as such.
Whereas Olga V. Solovieva moves to the more absolute conclusion in her Foreword that the book
demonstrates “that oral literature...has always been a form of writing...and that the difference
between oral and written poetic production is not one of kind, but of dzférance—the active

production of a divergence,””

a less fraught paraphrasis of Saussy’s argument might be that oral
narrative is a technology of inscription, complete with its surface to be inscribed (the body and
mind) and its tools for inscription (algorithmic operations that aid in storage and production, like
thythm and rhyme)” as well as re-inscription (vatiation and appropriation, as in the mode of
“[re]stitching” established texts together)”. Historically, scholarly campaigns to differentiate it from
writing inevitably fail to recognize this “mutual constitution of ‘orality’ and ‘literacy” in which

9594

“neither exists except as resistance to the other,”" and chase specious distinctions that ignore both

1 Ibid., Foreword page X. The triumphant reference to Derrida represents Saussy’s theoretical point of departure, and
the book’s most comfortable analytical framework.

92 Described as “an intersubjective inscription on a range of human bodies,” p. 59; also 87; 157-166.

93 Ibid., pp. 73-85.

94 Ibid., p. 40.
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fundamental similarities and differences.” Saussy’s careful observation of these campaigns leads him
to several of the same conclusions oral narrative scholars have derived (and which are enumerated

% In addition, his focus on oral tradition as a suite of

here), only in much simpler language.
inscriptive processes,”” instrumental to his argument for the essential textuality of oral narrative —
“An oral text is an interplay between a mental text (largely made up of recall of heard recitations)
and a projected text to be realized””® — genuinely empowers us as researchers by shaking us out of
binary logic, upending teleological mindsets, and offering a clearer framework for comparative
analysis. His directive to “conceive of technologies (oral recitation, handwriting, and so forth) and
their affordances within a social frame and to assess the ease of translation from that social frame

% accords closely with the focus of this dissertation, which, in essence, uncovers

into others
connections between receptive frames within and between social frames. These aspects of Saussy’s
thesis will reappear later in this dissertation, especially as we explore constructions of the book as an
illusion in Chapter Two and the overlaying of transcriptive technologies (including print and audio
recording) in Chapter Four.

Unfortunately, despite Saussy’s beneficial focus on the how of oral tradition (how is the book’s

most frequently-used question), Ethnography of Rhythm severely limits its own utility by declining to

% He notes, for instance, the blindness in Lord’s conclusion that oral performers conceived of language in terms of
Sfluidity (as opposed to a more textual szability), based on Lord’s obsetrvation that an epic singet’s concept of matching
another singer’s song “word-for-word” did not reflect the differences uncovered via Lord’s audio transcription: Lord
could not have come to this conclusion without the use of phonographic technology, which reflected a means of storing
information different from but no more objectively “real” than the singet’s. As we will see, J.M. Foley arrived at the same
conclusion by paying attention to the semantic weight of tradition, which Saussy does not do.

% Examples include his assertion on p.8 that “Rather than always doing badly what writing does well, oral tradition can
be seen as doing something other than what writing does,” which he immediately extends to “...or even, exceptionally,
as performing the mission of writing better than writing itself can”; his description on p. 206, via Paulhan, of the pars pro
toto relationship between language and tradition in performance: “the proverb had, in effect, a global meaning as a whole
but no lexical meaning as a seties of articulated signs”; and on the interrelation of modes of written and oral narrative on
p. 65: “Literacy and orality thus do not constitute two separate worlds...but a series of interrelated analytic protocols.
The topography and chronology of the question cannot be dominated by a divide...but rather appears as an ovetlay,
which must be taken in its full complexity if it is to be understood at all.”

7 As he so aptly puts it on p.70, “The content of memory is not a ‘what’ but a ‘how.”
98 Ibid., p.169.

9 Ibid., p. 84.

>
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address its why, thereby misrepresenting both the field and the subject matter. With one equivocal
exception,'” Saussy closes off all reference to oral narrative studies after the mid-1980s, motivated
by the belief that the field is made up primarily of works that feature either “the unsustainable
gesture of radical separation between orality and literacy” or “the low-risk enumeration of examples

[his term for culturally particularized case studies]”""

and privilege a baked-in set of problematic
assumptions.'”” Not incidentally, this intentional gap in his bibliography coincides with the
ascendance in oral narrative studies of a productive focus on the act of performance — the only frame
in which oral tradition in its synchronous form can be received, and the very site of this book’s
central aporia. This consummately observational study, which reviews documentation of oral
tradition in half a dozen languages from antiquity to the modern age, never inquires into any aspect
of the experience of participating in one, or the central reasons why global communities continue to.
The central characteristics of oral narrative he identifies (collective composition, modularity,
iterability, and virtuality) remain, in his analysis, remain entirely process-focused."” Indeed, he begins
the book with an admission of distance, which he describes as a personal stake in the question: “I

find repetition hard to bear...and oral poetry is full of repetitions. Forcing myself, years ago, to read

every line of Homeric boilerplate as if it had never been said before, submitting to the discipline of

100 On page 64, he notes “The mode of existence proper to a work of verbal art in an oral tradition is ‘multiformity”
Lotd’s coinage, and a term that has traveled far,” and references (Nagy, 1996). Saussy advances a strong skepticism of
the term’s validity because Lord identified it as a feature of oral narrative via comparison to asynchronous media
(transcribed audio).

101 Thid., p. 4.

102 First, that poetry is either oral or literate; second, that “oral vs. written” is a zero-sum game; third, that oral poetry is a
“technique,” but one that can only be defined via properties of another technique (writing) that oral poetry is said to
lack; fourth, that the identification of an oral tradition justifies the overlooking of the great majority of cases in which the
oral and the literate are “mixed, interrelated, or overlaid.” See Ibid., p. 59.

103 We might describe oral tradition as a poetic technology marked by collective composition, modularity, iterability, and
virtuality. In collective composition, the right to determine the content of a performance is distributed widely
throughout the community of performers; even where a norm exits, it does not exclude variation or improvement.
Modularity: poems are combinations of preformed units that can be put together variously; any two different works in a
tradition will tend to have many of these units in common. Iterability: a poem is not a final result but only one exemplar
in a series of recitations, and to be preserved it must be recomposed again and again, modularly, by members of the
collective. Virtuality: what is passed on and learned from poet to poet, if this is seen as occurring, is not the poem itself,
a determinate series of words from beginning to end, but rather a recipe or strategy for making a poem that will answer
to such-and-such a description.” Ibid., pp. 72-3.
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learning to enjoy every rosy-fingered dawn as if it were the first, helped me to stand aside from my
impatience.”'" The connotations of boilerplate imply an aesthetic gap the book never bridges, because
—as I will demonstrate — understanding the unique function of repetition in oral narrative requires
engagement with the populated, participatory context of performance. This limits the usefulness of
the book’s overarching thesis regarding the arch-textuality of oral narrative for anyone seeking a
deeper understanding of oral-traditional ecosystems by privileging an isolationist perspective that —
even without meaning to — encourages a reductive view of a silenced subject.

Yet a wealth of contemporary studies of performance from the last four or so decades —
notably those by Richard Bauman, Dennis Tedlock, and others — draw attention to performance as a
unique locus of semantic refiguring — a site which leads language (be it “textual” or not) in a process
of transformation that is historically identifiable with oral tradition. Their research on the storytelling
practices of indigenous and non-indigenous peoples in North and South America indicates — among
other things — that performance is a space in which language is reorganized and made to function in
ways it does not function anywhere else in daily life. ' In his 1978 book, VVerbal Art as Performance,
ethnographer Richard Bauman asserts that traditional oral performance should be understood as a
way of speaking [italics his], i.e., a culturally determined mode of communication that invokes for itself
a special interpretive frame via the use of community-specific linguistic and paralinguistic features.
Its salient characteristic is “the assumption of responsibility to an audience for a display of
communicative competence,” i.e., an aesthetic emphasis on the “how” of linguistic expression. This
emphasis marks the performed content for all participants “as subject to evaluation for...the relative

skill and effectiveness of the performer’s display of competence. Additionally, it is marked as

104 Ibid., Preface p. XV.

105 Bauman says: “Performance represents a transformation of the basic referential uses of language. In other words, in
artistic performance of this kind, there is something going on in the communicative interchange which says to the
auditor, ‘interpret what I say in some special sense; do not take it to mean what the words alone, taken literally, would
convey.” Ibid., 9.
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available for the enhancement of experience, through the present enjoyment of the intrinsic qualities
of the act of expression itself.”'" Language in performance, Bauman argues, is language
transformed, distinct from everyday speech in terms of both its culturally-specific forms and
functions."”

Bauman observes that some folklorists and anthropologists from multiple geographic areas
of study have noted that language in oral performance is &eyed — that is, invested with linguistic, non-
linguistic and paralinguistic signs that alert the participants to the invocation of the performance
frame, as certain note arrangements indicate the key of a musical performance.'” The form and
content of such keys is always culture- and context-specific; general classifications can and have been
made, but they are expressly not exhaustive."” Some keys are non-linguistic, such as costumes,
physical performance arenas, instruments, or traditional body movements; paralinguistic keys often
involve speech volume, intonation, and speed; linguistic keys relate specifically to the lexeme.
Opening lines like “So did you hear the one about...” or “Once apon a time,” which invite certain
English speakers to participate in specific narrative frameworks (the joke and the fairy tale,
respectively), exemplify the phenomenon of keyed language, though they perhaps do not reflect the
intensity of its effect in more robust oral narrative traditions. When an accomplished pingshu
storyteller in Beijing slaps her wooden “awakening block™ on her table and declaims the obligatory
poem to introduce her day’s story, the cheers and applause offered in response to her opening can

be quite voluble. Keying is also not limited to the opening and closing of the performance space, but

106 Thid., 11.

107 Bauman also makes the crucial point that this difference should not be understood as deviance from an imagined
standard of supposedly normal, “strictly referential ‘standard’ language.” Ethnographers of Bauman’s age had already
begun to acknowledge that, in his words, “the members of every speech community have available to them a diversity of
linguistic means of speaking, none of which can serve a prioti as an analytical frame of reference for any other (p. 17).”
Bauman’s observation catries a certain weight for scholars of Chinese literary and performance traditions, accustomed as
we ate to hierarchical narratives of literary versus popular (and catholic versus apostate) literature.

108 Thid.,

109 Tbid., 16
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occurs throughout the performed narrative as a guide and invitation for audience participation; it
constitutes the system of signals by which informed participants recognize and evaluate the
performance.

Another important quality of oral performance as Bauman understood it is that it is ewergent.
Performances — especially traditional ones — occur in a constant state of variability, not as
anachronistic reproductions of frozen tradition, but as sites of constant innovation. The oral
narrative performer, competing with the present moment for attention, reacts to every change
enacted by the passage of time: the size, composition, and temperament of his audience; his
competence, age, health, and mood; and those elements of his social milieu which bear on his story
or the telling of it. Furthermore, successful performance by its very nature grants the performer a
degtee of power to change both the performance and his society.'"’ Unsurprisingly, the degree of
conventionality varies widely among global traditions of oral performance, but even highly
conventionalized performance traditions build emergent qualities into their praxis which keep
audiences interested and grant performers the prestige Bauman describes. Classical scholar and
folklorist Gregory Nagy, whose book Poetry as Performance begins with the Homeric rhapsodies but
shares Bauman’s attention to Native American traditions, cites the Greek adjective polydenkés, which
describes the nightingale’s singing “with many resoundings,” as an apt descriptor for the appearance
of change in oral traditions and the texts related to them: each specific instance of singing “moves”

and “refracts,” though the over-arching song remains recognizably the same.'"!

110 “Tt is part of the essence of performance that it offers to the participants a special enhancement of experience,
bringing with it a heightened intensity of communicative interaction which binds the audience to the performer in a way
that is specific to performance as a mode of communication. Through his performance, the performer elicits the
patticipative attention and energy of his audience, and to the extend that they value his performance, they will allow
themselves to be caught up in it. When this happens, the performer gains a measure of prestige and control over the
audience. ... When the performer gains control in this way, the potential for transformation of the social structure may
become available as well.” Ibid., 43-4

1 Nagy 7-11, also 24-5
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This emergent quality of oral performance, which showcases the art of expression by
generating unique, partial variations of an imagined whole, puts the performed content in a state of
coexistence known as multiformity. The term denotes thematic unity beneath superficial difference, yet
unlike its synonyms in textual criticism, it does not imply either hierarchical or genealogical relationships
between its constituent “versions.” While as literary scholars we are often inspired to search among
a body of variant texts for an “original” and to map out lines of ancestry between them, oral
narrative researchers remind us that the concept of historically “original” or “authentic” versions of
petformed stories is foreign to most oral traditions.''? When examining the multiple “refracted”
versions of the medieval French epic Chanson de Roland, scholar Paul Zumthor found between them
a rhetorical instability, a sort of “incessant vibration” that emerges in “the interplay of variant
readings in different manuscripts of a different work.”'"”> Zumthor argued that this vibration, which
he terms mouvance (and which Gregory Nagy associates with po/ydenkés), is responsible for his
perception that medieval literary productions like Ro/and were more like zexts in progress than finished

products, and that this reflected the influence of oral tradition.""*

Joseph Falaky Nagy makes a similar
point in his examination of manuscripts from medieval Ireland, observing: “The bewildering
proliferation of variants which often characterizes the medieval literary transmission of Irish
2115

narrative takes on new meaning when viewed as the imprint of an ongoing oral tradition.

Numerous other studies of variation in ancient manuscripts have arrived at the same conclusion, as

112 We offer Lord’s well-known observation that “Unlike the oral poet, we ate not accustomed to thinking in terms of
fluidity. [...] It seems to us necessary to construct an ideal text or to seek an original, and we remain dissatisfied with an
ever-changing phenomenon. I believe that once we know the facts of oral composition we must cease trying to find an
original of any traditional song. From one point of view each performance is an original.” Singer, p. 100.

113 The above explanatory quote is Gregory Nagy’s paraphrasis of Paul Zumthor, from (Zumthor, 1983). See (Nagy,
1996), p. 7.

114 Ihid.

115 (Nagy, 1988), p. 288.
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Gregory Nagy points out; among them we might also cite R.T. Pickens’ study of Provengcal
ballades,'" as well as Julia Rubanovich’s research on the Persian dastan.'"”

Yet how can we distinguish multiformity and po/ydenkés in an ancient text from other forms
of textual variation which are unconnected to oral performance? When we encounter narrative
formulae, how do we distinguish between those potentially derived from oral performance and more
literary conventions? In his 1991 monograph Immanent Art and the subsequent The Singer of Tales in
Performance, John Miles Foley argues that the transformation of language that occurs in oral
performance can persist as textual rhetoric. As Bauman notes, that transformation is accomplished,
and the language specifically £¢yed, according to culture-specific conventions, which an in-group
auditor could recognize on the page as well as in performance. Furthermore, while prior scholars
may have paid more attention to the function of formulae within the metrical context of continuous
composition-in-performance, Foley suggests that the keyed language of oral performance
communicates meaning that is deeper and broader than the lexical unit by itself denotes. The oral
formula, Foley contends, stands metonymically for a body of traditional meanings that are greater
than both the lexical and the textual units themselves; it is the conduit by which in-group auditors
experience a revivification of tradition. Just as “Once upon a time” might conjure an entire world —
and the same world — in informed listeners’ minds, other formulae from heroic epithets like “wing-
footed Achilles” to longer motifs and story-patterns invoke the entirety of their traditional no matter
where they are used. Achilles is called “wing-footed” even when he is seated across from Priam
because the whole of the hero — his swiftness, military prowess, and self-righteous fragility that is
just about to be tested — is immanently present in one short phrase. When the South Slavic guslar

begins to sing of how the intrepid Muslim hero is thrown into prison and begins to shout

116 (Jaufré Rudel and Pickens, 1978).
117 Rubanovich, Julia. “Orality in Medieval Persian Literature.” in (Reichl, 2016), pp. 653-79.
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passionately at his captors, the gus/ar’s listeners all enter the same imaginative space, which is
constituted by every instance of this theme they have ever heard. Speaking not to Foley’s work but
to the invocation of tradition in oral performance, Gregory Nagy also argues that the act is strongly
mimetic; the singer of a Homeric rhapsody becorzes Homer, transforming from a lower-case singer of
a song to the Singer of “The Song.”'"®

The reader of the ancient text, therefore, is tasked with understanding “not how much has
been preserved or lost,” but “what the documents can tell us about how they should be read,”'"”
which involves determining the extent to which the work invokes a performance context, represents
a “way of speaking” in Bauman’s terms, and communicates traditional meaning through metonym.
We may first examine whether the narrative constructs via textual rhetoric an interpretive space that
mimics the conditions of performance — a phenomenon Foley terms the “performance arena.” As
we have noted, the performances of some traditions occur in richly marked physical spaces, and
include somatic and paralinguistic features that stand out to the in-group auditor. Oral-proximate
texts, meanwhile, employ orthographic and linguistic tools to recreate that context as a space in the
mind of a reader who is competent to recognize them. We may begin by noting specific references
to physical space and performing agents in the narrative, including the use of direct address by a
“performing” narrator, imaginary interlocutors, references to the time and form of performance, or
specific textual guides for re-vocalizing the text, as are found in scripts and libretti. We can examine
narrative structure for signs that the narrative is attempting to guide a collective interpretive
experience rather than an individual one. We may also identify lexical and structural formulae that
would signal to a reading in-group auditor that the written narrative is invoking receptive rules of

performance.

118 (Nagy, 1996), pp.59-83.
119 (Foley, 1995), p.73.
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Estimating the degree to which the text we’re looking at represents a “way of speaking”
depends on the concentration of tradition-specific language and phraseology it appears to use. The
dedicated register of a performance tradition will frequently include lexical items and patterns that
stand out from other written texts, often appearing archaic, repetitive, superficial, or illogical to the
eye of someone reading inside the boundaries of the specific text.'” Archaisms frequently appear as
a characteristic of oral performance registers'*': ancient proper names for places and characters may
be invoked in narrative settings supposedly occurring long after those names were historically
obsolete, creating for the purely textual reader inconsistencies or contradictions in narrative time.'”
In a similar vein, irregularity of dialect is also a common feature of the performance register which
reappears in text. An uneducated character may suddenly speak in a stilted or impossibly highbrow
register, as may the narrator in direct address. Local dialect might be introduced, then disposed of.
Superficially incongruent poetic registers may appear in verse sections, and potentially vary
considerably according to differing narrative functions. In addition, as this dissertation will seek to
prove in the Chinese case, the oral register may also borrow heavily from historically literary registers
in order to heighten the performer’s authority and, subsequently, the word-power of his narrative.
As with the use of archaisms, dialectical irregularity in an oral-derived text will frequently manifest as
a literary weakness, as characters speak “out of character” and the narrative appears to struggle with
coherence. Yet these are precisely the instances in which the text invites us to read it by other rules
than we have been employing, rules which emphasize the power of a “way of speaking” over the

integrity of a particular text.

120 See, for example, Lauri Harvilahti’s description of what would appear to be contradictory narrative states including
“narrative homeostasis” brought about by the use of traditional lexical items in (Harvilahti and Kazagacheva, 2003).
121 (Foley, 1995), p.83.

122 Perhaps the most obvious example of this phenomenon in Ming vernacular literature is the frequent use of
anachronistic place names and official titles in tales of traditional antiquity, as when stories set in the storied reign of
Song emperor Renzong (1010 — 1063) or Tang emperor Taizong (626 — 649) mix in proper names and historical
references from other dynasties.
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Oral formulae, as the primary constituent of a dedicated register and therefore of the
performance arena, often present hermeneutic problems to the literary reader on account of their
metonymic functions. I have mentioned Homer’s use of the epithet “wing-footed Achilles” in
scenes where the hero is sitting down, as occurs in the Achaean embassy scene and the meeting with
Priam. We also note that Hector is named “Hector of the gleaming helm” even as he lies broken and
bloodied on the field outside Troy. Early classicists cited these as examples of Homer’s unique use
of irony, while Albert Lord described it in terms of the poet’s need to fill a metrical half-line, both
conclusions acceding to an apparent problem presented by the text. Yet formulae of all sorts present
this same textual “problem” in which they frustrate our expectations for narrative specificity, such as
when a single onomatopoeic formula used to describe every distinct instance of a kind of acoustic
event, or the single formula “he jumped from the ground to his feet” describes the South Slavic
hero’s reaction to hearing different items of important news. Foley’s identification of immanent
tradition as their referent introduces a mode of reading these formulae that enriches and expands the
text instead of impoverishing it.

Additionally, our increased capacity to identify oral-derived formulae used metonymically
within written narrative allows us to follow with greater accuracy their transformation in more purely
literary contexts — an important tool for examining texts that generate whole vernacular literatures.

J. M. Foley’s comparison of epic song texts from the South Slavic Christian traditions (such as the
song cycle of Kraljevi¢ Marko) reveals a spectrum of authorial and editorial actions upon those texts
which move the narrative from tradition-dependency to textual dependency, such as editorial
glossing and the filling in of “gaps” or “flaws” that would have been implicit within the earlier,
immanent tradition, yet would have stymied a culturally independent reader. Foley also notes a

more localized connection between story-patterns and specific story clusters in the Christian epic

123 (Foley, 1991), pp. 112-7.
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narratives than in their Muslim cousins, reflecting a deeper influence of textual traditions on the
former."”™ In Signs That Sing, her 2017 book on the influence of oral tradition on Old English poetty,
Heather Maring takes this method of comparative reading further to argue for a hybrid poetics of
Old English poetry, suggesting that “hybrid oral, written, and liturgical ways of speaking form a
fundamental poetic strategy in Old English verse.”’*> As she follows words,"* typescenes,'* and
themes'* across time and text, she finds evidence that writers and scribes thought of oral, written,
and ritual traditions as “a communicative inheritance,” from which they might pick and choose as
their compositional needs required. Maring agrees with Elizabeth Tyler that the Anglo-Saxon poetic
tradition remained consistent over five hundred years because its writers drew on multiple systems
of referentiality,'” employing “the metonymic referentiality of oral-traditional and liturgical registers
and the metaphoric referentiality of literary, intertextual traditions in which Christian narratives and
teachings reside” " in order to integrate new ideas and narratives with more familiar ones. While
that particular objective may not resonate in other global literatures, the phenomenon of hybridity
inspires us to follow what we know about oral narrative dynamics even further into what was once
considered an all-or-nothing world of written texts.

Finally, Maring’s attestation that the Anglo-Saxon poet’s relationship to his narrative
inheritance was constellational and not linear, and that he could consciously draw on different
aspects of that inheritance to create a hybridized narrative refreshes for us a common-sense
assumption, namely, that the participants in orally performed and vernacular literary traditions are

(and have been) as aesthetically self-aware as any human might be. We may certainly contend that

124 Ibid., 133

125 (Maring, 2018), p. 2.
126 Ihid., 33

127 Ihid., 43

128 Thid., 66

129 [hid., 31

130 Ibid., 34
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any conception of the oral formula as a purely utilitarian device misses the substance of the words
themselves, and that no practicing artist or participating audience could possibly find satisfaction in a
tradition of filling metrical space. By crediting the poet of antiquity with a fully human measure of
aesthetic agency, some of which proponents of “Great Divide” theory perhaps withheld, folklorists
and literary scholars like Heather Maring return us to an humanist perspective that is also new and

fruitful.

Significance to the study of huaben and related genres

These new ideas put forth by global scholars of folklore and oral narrative make a clear case
for their own utilization in the study of early Chinese vernacular fiction and performance literature
for both theoretical and empirical reasons. On a theoretical level, they force the pendulum of our
“bifurcated logic” off its one-dimensional axis by exposing the kinds of analytical biases that
encourage the use of dichotomies that are quite familiar to Chinese literary studies, such as oral
versus written, literate versus illiterate, folklore versus pure literature, and so forth. Many of these
dichotomies have already been broken down in recent years by studies of pre-modern literacy levels,
book and performance culture, and textual availability; further problematizing our understanding of
oral performance and ancient vernacular narrative in China motivates us to ask what our biases have
concealed from us. To my mind, the desire to answer that question represents in itself a theoretical
step forward.

In particular, John Miles Foley’s method of reading oral-derived ancient texts both enriches
and complicates our understanding of the texts in the huaben genre, as well as the literary behaviors
of its most famous compilers. While we have understood the “storyteller’s manner” as a literary

framework, the strength of which is roughly proportionate to the density of language figuring the



61

storyteller as an independent voice, a new awareness of “performance arena” in oral-derived texts
sends us back to the text with different questions in mind. Is the “storyteller”” voice employed to
mimetic or diegetic effect? Does the language invite individual interpretation, or a collective
experience of tradition? The following chapter, which features a thorough review of some of the
smallest conventional features of huaben narrative, follows those questions to the conclusion that a
special context of reception, possibly originating in the Yuan-dynasty Tripitaka of the Tang Fetches the
Scriptures, precedes the “storyteller’s manner” that grew prominent in later buaben texts.
Furthermore, the indexing of formulae in early short story texts affords new interpretations
of those texts, relates them differently to one another, and problematizes our current understanding
of hierarchy and ancestry in the greater corpora of fictional texts to which the eatly huaben belong.
For instance, as my reading of the early story “Dream of Qiantang” will demonstrate, the
identification of formulae even at the sentence level can lead us to more holistic readings of a text
that transform superficial “holes” in the text into sites of richness. Moreover, as the work of
indexing links texts that had previous not been read together, it challenges our understanding of
vernacular stories as descendants of literary ancestors. A central objective of Hanan’s scholarship
was to connect vernacular stories to textual (and often classical) ancestors, which he believed
influenced the vernacular genre more fundamentally than any form of storytelling. His attribution of
a near majority of stories in Stories Old and New to Feng Menglong’s own authorship hinges on the
assumption that the eatlier, concordant material found in the Song-era Records of Traveling West Lake
should be accepted de facto as “source material” for the vernacular stories, without regard to how the
different texts make their meanings. Yet even a vernacular story with obviously classical “sources”
may be found to employ lexical and structural formulae that are foreign to the classical tradition and
which change its meaning entirely, suggesting that the story has not been adapted but appropriated by

an equally influential narrative tradition.
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Finally, the adduction of evidence from an ethnography of contemporary Chinese
storytelling performance like Beijing pingshu can remind us — as scholars of long-dead traditions — of
what designs creative humans are capable, thereby tempering our subjectivity and steering us
through apparent quandaries. The textual products of practicing storytellers (like tales serialized in
newspapers, or books transcribed for sale, of which there have been many) offer fresh examples of
editorial behavior that might correspond to our observations on Ming collections. Results from
fieldwork in pzngshu also offer powerful counterexamples to the scholarly tendency to construct
teleological connections from “original” oral performances to “final” literary products, as
performers are found to use, appropriate from, or transform literary texts to suit the needs of their
communicative milieux and strengthen the emergent force of their oral tradition. Through close
contact with the emergent quality of performance, we continually remind ourselves of a
practitioner’s creative flexzbility within the living tradition, which inspires the polydenkés — the
nightingale’s many resoundings — that remains a hallmark of oral traditions both in performance and

in print.
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Chapter 2: The “Storyteller’s Manner” or the “Performance Arena”?

This chapter reconsiders the dominant scholarly conception of the narrative mode of early
vernacular literature, commonly known as the “storyteller’s manner,” from a perspective informed
by folk and oral narrative studies. Its central question is simple: To what extent do observations
about the rhetorical “performance arena” so common to oral-proximate texts enrich, realign, or
reinforce our understanding of narrative frame in the huaben? When we define the storyteller’s
manner as a literary invention that developed as early modern vernacular texts, the buaben in
particular, moved further away from any kind of performance context, are we seeing everything that
is there?

In order to answer this question, this chapter begins by examining the first systematic usage

of one of the central lexemes"' of the storyteller’s manner as we know it: the phrase b/ jian 3 AL,

“thus it was seen,” one of the noticeable permutations of the verb jian (“to see/to appeat”) that
generate a controlled sensory reception of narrative. Jian and ghi jian first appear in this manner in
Tripitaka of the Great Tang Fetches the Scriptures (Datang Sanzang qujing shibua), a prosimetric text from

2 that narrates the mythologized journey of the

the late Song or early Yuan (c.12" — 13" century)
monk Tripitaka from the Tang empire to Hinduka to retrieve the sutras, and which displays clear

associations to oral performance. We find that /7 jian appears to function conventionally, almost

invariably introducing a lyrical description of a crucial scenario in which multiple facets of sensory

131 A basic unit of language consisting of one or several words that are considered together to represent an abstract unit.
The term is useful when discussing Chinese literature in general, and oral-proximate narrative language in particular,
because different combinations of characters can constitute a single lexical unit.

132 Chinese scholars investigating the text from linguistic, liturgical, and literary perspectives still cannot agree on dating,
but opinions generally converge around the end of the Song dynasty. For a summary of the argument, see (Chen, 2014)

and (Wang, 2010).
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detail (particularly motion) are involved. We also find a strong potential connection between this
conventionalized presentational mode and what one might call the “known-ness” of the tale, which
repeatedly foretells its own ending in a manner suggesting « priori familiarity on the reader’s part.

That connection reappears in our second textual subject, which I will refer to as the
Liangshan rebellion sub-story of the Legends of the Xuanhe Era (Xuanbe yishi). The Legends of the Xuanbe
Era (hereafter Xuanhe Era) is a history-based narrative text roughly dateable to the Yuan dynasty,
written in vernacular Mandarin (guanhua), which describes in detail the collapse of the Song dynasty.
It is commonly understood as part of the vernacular pinghua (historical “plain tale”) genre, which
centrally includes the I/fustrated Three Kingdoms Pinghuna and the Five Dynasties Pinghua, despite not
having the term pinghua in its title. As scholars have observed,"” its material was obviously compiled
from multiple sources. The passage on which this dissertation focuses, a five-page section that
contains our earliest record of the Liangshan rebellion against the Song dynasty (also known as
“Song Jiang’s rebellion,” it would later become the basis for the Ming-dynasty novel The Water
Margin), employs the presentational jian along with deictic particles that emphasize the act of
pointing and looking within a similarly “known” narrative structure. The unique functionality of
these particles in this passage — in particular, the resonance between presentational form and
traditional content — stands out when compared to other sections of the Xuanhe Era, in which the
author has directly “vernacularized” anecdotes from historical texts via a superficial stylistic
translation.

From these we move finally to a grouping of huaben stories that corresponds loosely to

Hanan’s group A (“eatly stories”), but also includes at least two texts from group B (“middle period”

133 See Cheng Yizhong’s preface in (Cheng, 2000) pp. 1-28; Ge, Liangyan, “In Search of a Common Storehouse of
Convention: Narrative Affinities between Shuibu huan and the Judge Bao chua Cluster,” book chapter in (Bordahl, Wan
and Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2010), pp. 31-59.
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stories).”* These tales evince most cleatly the logical indeterminacy and lyrical diversity which, as I
suggest in the introduction, make them challenging to receive purely as works of written literature.
These texts, which scholars like Wilt Idema have described as lacking a strong storyteller’s manner,
actually invoke a powerful sense of the rhetorical performance arena through the use of
conventional lexemes like those identified above, as well as through shifts in narrative register
effected through lyric breaks. Significantly, these elements of the narrative frame still introduce
narrative content that presents itself as known material, either through explicit adumbration or
ubiquitous conventionality. This indicates that the narrative frame in these stories operated not only
as a mechanism for simulating sensory reception, but as a rhetorical invitation to read the story in a
participatory fashion, assume agency for narrative causality, and identify narrative content as a part
of the reader’s own cultural life-world. Such a mode of reading would naturally come with its own
aesthetic possibilities and objectives, distinct from those a literary reader (and especially a
contemporary one) would bring to these texts. I identify those possibilities and objectives — which
appear to be affective, integrational, and restorative — first within the early texts, then via comparison
to other huaben stories that employ the frame for more text-specific purposes that rely on
unfamiliarity with the story (as in suspense plots) to generate narrative tension.

The contemporary analogue for this chapter is a case study of three recent adaptations of the
classic novel Story of the Stone into Beijing pingshn performance by three different female performers.
The master performers Lian Liru and Liu Lanfang respectively performed the first two for radio in
the 1990s and early 2000s, while the young performer Zhang Yi performed her version live in a

traditional setting between 2016-19. The study offers a rare point of observation into the process by

134 Hanan’s grouping of huaben into early, middle, and late texts follows his method of dating via narrative style, deployed
on the entire corpus in his first book, The 1 ernacular Chinese Short Story: Critical Studies in Dating and Anthorship. His method
unilaterally privileges historical provenance, which is helpful for consistency; thus, a tale which contains “early” language
as well as “later” language is considered a “later” text, because it could not have been produced eatlier. Generally
speaking, he defines the “carly” stories as those which date to or before the publication of Hong Pian’s Sixzy Szories in the
1540s, and he allows for significant overlap between these and texts of the “middle petiod.”
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which an oral performance genre appropriates a story which shares no original connection to it, and
offers significant inspiration for us as we look back at silenced texts. To begin with, the study
uncovers how, as the performance moves closer to a traditional pingshu milieu, the collective Stone
tale (the tale everyone claims to know) assumes greater authority as the primary point of reference
for the performer, who is, in effect, transforming the diegetic act of reading into a mimetic act of
stylized interpretation on stage. This exposes a central conceit of pingshu performance that involves a
symbiotic connection between oral performance and literature: the performer draws power from the
representation of a revered book, which she “reads” in a performance for which the actual referent
is the shared story, not the printed novel. In addition, the live performer Zhang Y1’s artistic decision
to move the S7me story into her genre’s cultural space involves the virtuosic performance of large
amounts of lyric text from both within and outside the S#ne novel. This generates the double effect
of foregrounding the original poetry of the S7ne authors, while also presenting it outside of its
original context for a display of communicative competence — that is, the spectacle of speaking that
defines oral performance.

Finally, taking heed of these two acts of appropriating “literary” material (the image of the
book and the literary lyric) I will consider two more phenomena from the huaben ecosystem that
display similar tendencies: the contrasting images of reified books and traditional story titles in the
much-contested prologues on oral storytelling from the Yuan-dynasty Ta/king with the Drunken Man
(Zui weng tan lu), and the “poem-chain,” a structure of multiple linked verses that appears in the
prologues of many older Juaben. In the first example, one prologue refers to a litany of classical texts
the storyteller was ostensibly expected to know; I will consider that depiction not as a barely credible
claim to fact (as prior scholars once may have), but as a representation of the image of the book as a
source of performative authority. And whereas Hanan initially theorized that poem-chains were

attempts by second-rate literati poets at publishing their work, I will refer back to this chapter’s
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investigation of the rhetorical performance arena to discuss the possibility that poem-chains also
emulate the accrual of performative authority through stylized interpretation and a display of

communicative competence.

The “storyteller’s manner” versus the “performance arena”

Although “the storyteller’s manner” and its related terms are employed flexibly to describe
what is often seen as a unitary narrative model of early vernacular fiction, the term refers in its
narrowest sense to narrative elements that implicitly or explicitly invoke the persona of a storyteller.
At its perceived center are a lexicon of conventionalized lexemes which invoke such a persona via
proactive control of narrative transition, dialogue with an imagined audience, or direct commentary

upon the text. Facts of narrative transition themselves are not included in this conception, only their

markers; thus, while the phrase “and thus it was (3heng shi iE 5%),” which is customarily followed by a

descriptive lyric is considered a constituent of the storyteller’s manner, the actual shift in narrative
register is not. Most scholars identify the storyteller’s manner at its densest in works from the latter
half of the huaben tradition, such as the huaben stories included in the seventeenth-century Three Words
anthologies that were supposedly authored by editor Feng Menglong or uncredited author Xi
Langxian, or the tales collected in Ling Mengchu’s later anthology, Slapping the Table in Amazement.
Vibeke Bordahl’s 2010 book chapter, “Storytelling, Stock Phrases and Genre Conventions: The Case
of “Wu Song Fights the Tiger’,” offers by far the most extensive treatment of the storyteller’s manner
to date, tabulating and comparing the usage of its central lexemes across vernacular and

erformance texts spanning centuries, from the Yuan-dynasty pinghua to the 15%-century Jiadin
p p g > ynasty peng ry g
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chantefables, the Water Margin, two of the eatly huaben, and transcriptions of contemporary
Yangzhou oral storytelling.'”’

Bordahl’s chapter, which endeavors to answer the question “What relationship exist, if any,
between the storyteller’s manner and oral performance?,” provides a crucial point of departure for
us here because of its thoroughly researched conclusions and its underlying assumptions. After
comparing the composition and frequency of the central lexemes across multiple textual corpora,
she concludes about orally performed narrative that “There is hardly any common convention for a
‘storyteller’s manner’ to be found in the usage of stock phrases in the oral-related and oral genres of
Chinese storytelling. Conventions of meta-narrative comment would in their precise linguistic form

be genre-dependent.” By contrast, she argues thusly regarding the narrative frame in print:

The intrusive “storyteller’” as a textual ingredient appears to have been a later development for the
written vernacular fiction.... When the storyteller or ‘vocalizet’ is close at hand, there is no pressing
need to announce him in formulary words of performance. This need only arises as “fiction for reading”

is in demand and the “simulacrum of the storyteller” becomes in the first place a phenomenon of paper,

print and readership.l’%

This conclusion, which she supports with tabulated evidence from a selection of premodern textual
and contemporary oral sources, solidly reinforces Hanan’s mainstream opinion that the narrative
simulacrum of the storyteller developed as a literary convention beginning with the Yuan pinghua,
and bears no demonstrable connection to oral performance.'”’

Some of Bordahl’s central assertions regarding the function of the Yuan pinghua, which
follow the early conclusions of Idema and Boris Riftin, may invite additional scrutiny, and we will
return to them when we discuss the Xuanhe Era text. Of greater importance to us is her assertion of

material proximity to the historical act of performance as the primary — if not the only — standard of

135 Ibid., pp. 83-156.
136 Ibid., p. 128-30.
137 (Hanan, 1981), pp. 7-8.
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authentic “orality.” She (and several other important scholars, as we note in Chapter 1) make this
assertion based on the belief that performance traditions are evanescent, and only texts that have
been instrumental in the enacting of performance events can truly be called “oral” in nature. Truly,
the chapter is a powerful antidote to overly credulous assertions that the vernacular texts of the
pinghua and huaben corpora, produced centuries before audio recording technology was invented,
somehow represent performances with (literally) /zera/ exactitude. It also proves a degree of both
genre dependence and interdependence between prose and prosimetric corpora on the stylistic level,
which is difficult to prove without hard statistics.

I hope to enrich as well as branch off from her conclusions by refocusing on the relationship
between lexical composition and function, and, by extension, to probe the possibility of a rhetorical
authenticity, in accordance with findings from other traditions. Bordahl echoes the field in her belief
that the “stock phrases” she tabulates are semantically empty tools for narrative control; this belief is
in line with the text-centered approach to interpretation we identified in Chapter One, which equates

convention with cliché:

The meta-narrative stock phrases are usually redundant in so far as they can be left out without making
the rest of the utterance non-grammatical or unintelligible. In this sense they are superfluous, but from
the point of view of marking the shift of mode, time or focus they are not. Some...have become lexical
items and are manifested in affixed form that allows neither vatiation nor insertion of other elements.
Others have a relatively fixed form, bordering on becoming lexical items (but allowing limited vatiation).
In both cases it is their patterns of occurrence in certain vernacular texts that justifies the idea of stock

phrases, la@/ﬂ.mg
She further asserts the stock phrases’ superfluity by disavowing any necessary connection between
their conventionality and an oral derivation, quoting Victor Mair’s argument in the same vein: “The
nearer an orally derived text is to its source of inspiration, the more fluid and unstable it will be

because the oral exemplar changes with each retelling. Conversely, a text that has been written,

138(Bordahl, Wan and Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2010), p.87.
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rewritten, and copied several times gradually takes on a fixed form.”"” This further asserts the
unknowability of oral narrative dynamics without historical documentation of performance, and
implies a fundamental inauthenticity to its representation in print.

As it happens, critical observations from studies of oral traditions and their textual products
complicate this perspective in ways that enable richer, more nuanced readings of texts like ours.
John Miles Foley’s concept of the rhetorical performance arena, derived from Bauman’s
observations on the “interpretive frame” of live oral performance, describes a phenomenon of oral-
derived print narratives in which textual cues (both orthographical and lexical) signal the competent
reader to enter an imagined receptive space, within which the dedicated language of the performance
genre (its “way of speaking”) can fulfill its function in the re-enactment of tradition. Textual signals
(sometimes called “keys”) announce themselves via loaded presences as well as absences, as the
initiation of performance also includes expectations regarding what the reader should already know.

The clearest proximate example of this is the single-character stage direction, printed in black

cartouche, of drama and chantefable scripts from the Yuan onward. These (whether physically or

imaginatively) unspoken characters instruct the reader to sing 8, speak 3, recite &, ot praise 7, yet

provide no further instruction because the reader is presumed to understand how to carry off these
genre-specific modes of communication — again, either in live performance or in the reading mind.
The balance between the provision and assumption of information will waver according to the
competence and reading objectives of the user community; as Bordahl and Chen Wulou have
demonstrated,'’ an actual storytellet’s script or outline may be nearly unintelligible to a non-
professional reader, as most of the necessary information remains inside the performer’s head,

whereas a text attempting genuinely to simulate performance for an utterly ignorant reader (like an

139 Ibid., p. 94. See also (Mair, 1989), pp. 87-88.
140 (Wulou, Borotova and Berdahl, 1998)
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anthropologist’s record) would be infinitely over-notated.'*! Most oral-proximate texts exist
somewhere on the plane in between, especially those in which elements of the oral “way of
speaking” are used outside of the rhetorical performance arena — taken out of context, whether
deliberately or accidentally — for text-specific purposes like generating ironic tension. To the extent
that we can identify the textual elements that genuinely key a performance arena, we can read for
these variations as well.

Mair’s argument for the fluidity and instability of performed narrative versus the determinacy
of textualization, which would seem to stand in the way of our entire project, also contains a slight
misconception about the nature of oral performance. In order to stay vital, oral traditions
continuously strike a balance between convention and adaptation to immediate social context,
because the only way to maintain the power of tradition is to rediscover its contemporary relevance.
This involves a turning of traditional soil (in this case, language) that re-interprets obsolete elements
in order to interpolate them back into the living tradition, a process we will observe in the re-
characterization of Cao Cao in the performed Three Kingdoms tale. This adaptive capability, known to
performance theorists as ezzergence, generates through performance practice a multitude of linguistic
forms that are superficially different but centrally identical; oral theory terms them multiforms, and
they represent the essential state of survival for traditional ideas in oral performance. Thus, Mair and
Bordahl are half correct: oral narrative is neither fully frozen nor fully “unstable,” but empowered by
a flexible conventionality endowed by its emergence. We find exactly that kind of flexible
conventionality, along with authorial attempts to replicate or appropriate it, in the early texts of the

huaben tradition and its forebears.

141 Anthropologists of eatlier generations, attempting to transcribe non-linguistic aspects of oral performance, have
experimented with several forms of multi-registered symbolic transcription. See J.M. Foley’s summary of Dennis
Tedlock’s “overdetermined” transcriptions of Native American epics in (Foley, 1995), pp. 67-70.
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Seeing and Knowing in Tripitaka of the Great Tang Fetches the Scriptures

Despite the assertion that the storyteller’s manner first took form in the Yuan pinghua, we
find its central narrative mechanism, the “presentational mode,” systematically in use in the

incomplete prosimetric Buddhist text The Poem-Tale of Tripitaka of the Great Tang Fetching the Scriptures

(Da Tang Sanzang qujing shibua K /& = 8 B4 3§ %), which has an (even more) incomplete B-text

entitled Newly Carved Tale of Master Tripitaka of the Great Tang Fetching the Scriptures (Xin diao Da Tang
Sanzang qujing ji #7 PE K B = 38, i Fh BX 48 32). The specific provenance of the text, which tells the
classic tale of the monk Tripitaka’s journey to India (aided by a powerful ape, a sand spirit, and a
tamed dragon), is unclear, but it is certainly older than the pinghua. Victor Mair has demonstrated its

similarities to the Dunhuang transformation texts (bianwen % X)), while an unresolved debate among

Chinese paleo-linguistic scholars places the text anywhere from the mid-Song to the early Yuan; an

attribution at the bottom of the A-text, which reads “printed by the Zhang family of the central waz:
(xhong wazi Zhang jia yin ¥ FL.-F 3k F¥7),” explicitly references the oral performance institutions
(wazi) of the Song dynasty. In short, the T7ipitaka could have preceded the pinghua by several decades

or several centuries.

The fragmentary T7ipitaka is told over the course of three fascicles and seventeen episodes,

some of which are also entitled “locations (¢h# J&),” a term which leads Mair to conjecture that the

text might have been narrated in conjunction with a visual aid like a mandala.!*? Although we have

no explicit evidence linking it to oral performance, none of the scholarship questions the existence

142 (Mair, 1989), pp. 26-7.
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of such a connection. The beginning of the text is missing; the A text begins roughly with the
meeting between Tripitaka and the Monkey Adept, and continues all the way through their
successful trip to India, the gift of (most of) the sutras, discovery of the Heart Sutra, and Tripitaka’s
return to China. Its narrative idiom mixes classical Chinese with snippets of vernacularized guanhua,
some of which effects a startling change of narrative register. Shifts between prose and lyric occur

frequently and in predictable contexts: stylized depictions of scenes using parallel lyric occur mid-

narrative, while poems (557 3¥) and one poetic paean (song 28), which are almost invariably

“performed” by characters for each other, occur at climactic moments, including the end of each

“location.” Whereas similar staged exchanges of gatha (ji 18) are a common feature of bianwen as well

as other Buddhist liturgical texts from the same general period, the predominance of s/ poems in
Tripitaka (which includes no gazha) sets the text apart to some degree. While the gazha and the shi
might appear structurally quite similar, a significant difference in reception is implied by the fact that

the term garha itself is conventionally tied to the Buddhist prosimetric texts most proximate to the

Tripitaka, from the biamwen to the Shijia rulai shidi xinxing ji % it ke e+ WAEA4T 3T (A record of the ten

stages of self-cultivation of the Tathagata Sakyamuni), a cycle of Buddhist song-tales that Idema believes to
be a genre counterpart to the Tripitaka.'

Another characteristic setting it apart from the expanded field of biamwen is its regular use of

the verb jian 5., “to see,” to denote either a charactet’s act of seeing or a narratorial invitation to the

reader to “see” a scene. The definition of jian as “to see” must remain imprecise; although the vast
majority of objects and events being “seen” are presented visually, a number foreground aural

components or are completely aural in nature. The presentational jian is further split into two-

143 Biamwen texts collected in (Ouyang and Xiao, 1991); for more on the Xiuxing ji, see later in this chapter.
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character phrases that evince varying degrees of conventional usage, including “also see (gze jian EH.

R),” “suddenly see (bu jian % 5.),” and “one can only see (347 jian 2 R.).” Of all these, 34 jian

stands out as the most formulaic in nature; nine of its twelve appearances signal the appearance of
parallel prose descriptions of important scenes.'** The distinction between these two forms of jian
becomes immediately apparent in a scene-type like the below, which is structurally repeated several

times in the text [punctuation mine|:

SR P A —AFo EEET. RAAREME. L Kede. PN RmiE &6,
BT & AEHK,

Also seen: a local temple on the mountain without any monks inside. Thus was seen: forest pheasants

like phoenixes, mountain canines like dragons. Two gold bridges stood outside the gates; beneath

45

them flowed golden-lined water.!

In one case, this scene-type is carried off with only a jian introducing a tableau in parallel prose,'*’

but most other instances, the contrast is sharper, as below:

FZZH. R—AWKM. M= LB, NAHgTESE. HHHmA. ARBH. £
Rorty. RAFIRMHH. “REF, BHEH. FHFAH.

After three days of travel, one saw a city gate. The sign above it said: Hinduka. Entering, [they

saw/there was seen|_streets, markets, buildings, filled with auspicious airs: people, horses, and carts,
going back and forth, to and fro. One only saw: fragrant smokes curling up, flowers and fruits, layer

: . Cq 147
upon layer. A myriad of things, all new, a rare sight in the human world.

144 A few short examples of the parallel prose style using 247 jian, with which huaben readers will be familiar:
“Thus ‘twas seen: kirin most dexterous, lions most glotious, wagging tails and shaking their heads, came out of the

woods to receive them.” 2 BBt B ik, M -Figu, FLEIEIA, BRI,

“Thus ‘twas seen: Ancient palaces tall and imposing, fragrant grasses softly rippling, a clear breeze whispering.” R B4

B FHEBE, FHIARR.
145 (Li and Cai, 1997), p. 13.

146 Thid., p. 37.

147 Ibid., p. 39.
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The descriptive zhi jian also appears in other situations, as when the Monkey Adept defeats the
White Tiger Demon, whose belly is full of macaques. When Monkey splits the tiget’s stomach with a
stone, the narrative concludes: “And thus it was seen: The belly split open, his seven apertures all
bled. [Monkey] called to the yakshas, who made an all-out assault, as tiger demons large and small
were chopped and ground to pieces, all trace of them destroyed.”'** Significantly, two of the three
exceptional uses of /i jian — that is, without parallel prose immediately following — occur in quick

succession at a major climax in the story: the instant when Buddha bestows the sutras. It runs thus:

ﬁta%f?‘%éﬂi'ﬁ?o ":}:F\o k)’i‘"&—:—;&o /\/\%g\/%zo )t\i’&;]rft/?o /\@Z:é]\o "H%:Z,Fﬁﬂo
FTHBBR. HHEE. RAFHEEDE, R A kL. AL L —FHE K,

On that day, the Tang emperor and all of his subjects were thinking of Tripitaka. Everyone despaired.
Suddenly, the earth and sky went so dark people couldn’t make out each othet’s faces. In an instant,
there was a roating of thunder and ten thousand rays of light. Thus it was seen: A sound like a bell

ringing in the ear. After a while, light gradually returned. Thus it was seen: a trove of sutras were piled

Q
on the throne.'*’

These two consecutive instances of 47 jzan, though they do not introduce parallel prose, occur near
it, and they still deliver the central climax of the story via sensory tableaux — the first purely auditory

(“a sound like a bell/a ringing like a bell”), the second visual. One might possibly argue, based on

the first example, that the character for jzan should be read as xzan 3., “to appear,” as it can do in

classical Chinese contexts. Yet immediately proximate examples of jizn meaning “to see” are too
numerous, there are no precedents for such an ungrammatical reading, and any case, reading it as
xzan would not change the presentational effect of the phrase.

This is the first evidence in print of a rhetorical mechanism that generates an imaginary

communicative group via guided sensory engagement with the narrative. Paize Keulemans describes

148 Thid., p. 18.
149 Thid., p. 41.
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the effect as “the qualities of strict observation and purposeful movement,” which the text
accomplishes by “leaving the grammatical subject of the various verbs of observation open to
interpretation [thereby creating] a blank subject position,” thereby encouraging “a continued process
of discipline that produces a reader/listener by placing him in the position of observer.”150
Keulemans identifies this creation of the sensing subject as the central mechanism by which
vernacular narrative, borrowing (at some remove) from oral performance, generates a “spectacular

affectivity” that overloads the mind’s eye in mimetic excess. From Sownd Rising from the Paper:

... The vernacular novel...functions as a spectacular illusion. This illusion, moreover, operates directly
through an appeal to the readet’s senses... The vernacular novel no longer functions as an immaterial
linguistic gathering of diverse symbolic elements that calls for a disembodied moment of quiet reflection
by the reader....The act of reading becomes an emotionally charged experience whereby the words on
the page become affectively real for the reader. When enough elements have been gathered to
overwhelm the sense of the reader/audience, the work transmogtifies. ..into a fundamentally shocking
encounter with the power of mimesis.!>!

(13

Keulemans’ identification of a mimetic effect and affective relationship engendered by “strict
observation” corroborates an observed phenomenon of the performance arena (both real and
rhetorical), namely, that it controls reception of the narrative for the purpose of creating a collective
experience of ambient tradition. Two aspects of this observation should invite us to build on
Keulemans’ position. The first is its collective aspect. Regardless of whether we describe jian-
compounds in the Tripitaka as invitations or commands, their functionality naturally constructs two
figures — an inviter and an invitee. A narrative world that presents itself not as a found object but as
a participatory event (users are told to see/ what is happening) necessarily instantiates a personified

speaker, while strict control of narrative reception de-individuates the reader by emphasizing the

universality of the experience. While the presentational mode might encourage the reader to identify

150 (Keulemans, 2014), pp. 112-3.
131 (Keulemans, 2014), p. 48.
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with the speaking subject," it is not as a single perceiving identity, but as a group; the act of
participatory reading does not happen alone.

The second aspect of the observation noted above that pushes us to look further is its
traditional aspect. While Keulemans describes “spectacular affectivity” as an aesthetic objective in
itself (one which literati authors reframed in order to comment on the illusory nature of fiction
itself), oral performance theory invites us to consider it instead as a means to an end — not of
sensorial surfeit, but of the reincarnation of tradition. In Chapter Four I provide ample evidence of
this from performance-proximate texts of multiple eras; in the case of the Tripitaka, 1 would like to
highlight strong evidence of a connection, which I will locate again in the Xuanbe Era pinghna text
and the eatly huaben, between the presentational mode and a self-conscious traditionality in the texts,
which present themselves as already familiar to the reader.

Tripitaka represents its traditionality both structurally and thematically. We have already
identified several conventionalized aspects of the episodic structure, from the party’s entrance into a
new space and a sense-oriented tableau, to a central conflict and a successful resolution that are
marked by a performative exchange of topical poems. We have also noted that many of these
conventional transitions involve changes in discursive mode, from prose narrative to lyrical
description to poetic disquisition. At no point does the text ironize any of these receptive frames;
they are clearly meant to be interpreted conventionally, i.e., according to rules that encompass every
previous instance of them. The content of the poems spoken by the characters invariably reflects
this expectation, as each poem offers a stylized appraisal of what has just happened, then
interpolates the event into the larger framework of their cyclical journey by referencing either a point
ahead of them (towards Hinduka) or their return to the “Eastern lands.” Here are two representative

examples:

152 Keulemans affirms Andrea Grossman on this point. Ibid., p. 113.
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BRI EREN, BIKREEITF,
AT XERER, $AHRXBRBE,

The country called Agarwood is home to no people;
Trees tall and short of hanging rising? green stand for thousands of meters.
Pushing forward will bring us next to the country of Para,
as we go West, dedicated to fetching Buddhist scripture.

L ERFRED, A RN,
ZEBEHEE, HARLELS.

The queen, with intent, arranges153 a pure meal,
but because of all the sand, we cannot take it in.
On the day we return from retrieving the scriptures in Hinduka,
We will order the Eastern Lands to set up an offertory [for her country].

Nothing comes as a surprise here; neither characters nor implied narrative-makers (the narrator and
the “seeing” reader) receive the unfolding story through a fiction of unknown causality. The poems
integrate the events of each successive episode within the greater tale (the full cycle, including their
journey to Hinduka and their return to the Tang empire), which is always being represented pars pro
toto by the individual episodes. In the parlance of oral narrative studies, they are reinforcing the
immanent presence of the tradition — the capital-t Tale, which is known to all. That sense of

familiarity, the known-ness of the story, also appears in the prose sections; Tripitaka’s uninvited visit

to the palace of Mahabrahma (da fan tianwang gong X 35 X £ %) and his conversation with the Arhats

integrates all that is about to happen later with a prehistory of what has happened before (Tripitaka’s

two unsuccessful journeys in previous incarnations);"”* later, when Tripitaka utilizes the magical

153 Having found no applicable translation for the character %4 in this context, I am reading it as a homophone for %.

154 Thid., p.6.
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emergency call to Brahma that is given to him in this episode, he recapitulates this episode within
the Tale. The same sense also emerges more subtly in narrative sequence, such as when Monkey
destroys the White Tiger demon in Location Six by identifying macaques inside the tiger’s stomach;
though we might decide to read it as an act of summoning something from nothing, the interaction
is presented as the finding of something that is already there.””> Although we might be tempted to
read this consistent emphasis on the known-ness of an essentially cyclical story as a thematic feature
of Buddhist mythology, our subsequent readings of the secular Xuanhe Era Liangshan sub-story, the
eatly huaben of the mid-Ming dynasty, and the chantefable Tale of Yunmen in Chapter Four will
uncover an unmistakably similar dynamic well outside Buddhist traditions.”® The Tripitaka’s
presentation as a known tale progressing on a known track, not within a fictive representation of
causality, integrates with the presentational mode we see at work within it; its narrative is enacted
(or, more accurately, reenacted) by participatory viewers, whose experience of each narrative is

constantly referenced back to (in Foley’s words) the ambient tradition.

The Legends of the Xuanhe Era: Liangshan and Li Shishi sub-sections

We find a similar though more diversified synergy of narrative style and theme in a short (10

pages total) section of the first fascicle of the Yuan-era historical pinghua entitled Legends of the Xuanhe

155 One of the most striking aspects of this scene is the first macaque’s response to Monkey after Monkey claims it is in
there. “Right as he called out to the macaque, the macaque responded from inside the White Tiger Demon’s stomach.”
Even as a form of summoning magic, it resembles an act of recognition. See ibid., p. 18.

156 Moreover, it is worth looking further into the extent to which the Tripitaka itself represents a popular (as opposed to
liturgical or otherwise institutional) tradition of Buddhist narrative, as certain aspects of its language appear to reflect
non-institutional origins. For instance, when the travelers enter the majestic Fuxian Temple in Hinduka, they are greeted

by a host (ghike %7 &), the monks, a superintendent (yhushi £ %), and finally the head chef (chuton JET 28). In a
subsequent conversation with Tripitaka, the abbot is described as the ghusi £ 4. The titles diverge, to varying degrees,
from established nomenclature: while ghike and zhushi are among the titles listed in the Song-era Rules for Chan Monasteries
(chanynan qinggui 7. 3¢,F #), and husi could be a variant of jiansi B 3, the head chef (dianguo 3 &) is never known by a
title as colloquial as chuton, “’kitchen head.”
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Era. Like the four other pinghuna which remain, the Xuanhe Era is a voluminous work of
historiography that sways between classical and gnanhua registers, and employs many of the “stock
phrases” which scholars would later recognize as central to the “storyteller’s manner.” The Xwuanbe
Era is both a compiled and an adapted text, i.e., it contains both content that adapts information
from textual source material as well as content that evinces a very different narrative origin and
appears to have been imported wholesale into the text. Stories that are closely based on classical

records from official and unofficial histories (primarily the Song-era annalistic history Huangchao

biannian gangmn beiyao 2. 3 4% “F 4 B 4 %) constitute the former kind of content, while the

Liangshan sub-story is the primary example of the latter.””” Although the other pinghua do not appear
to have come together in the same way, they do demonstrate other forms of superficial
inconsistency that have led scholars like Boris Riftin to argue they had multiple authors."”® Much of
the sourceable annalistic content in the Xwuanhe Era is written in a classical idiom, although there is a
substantial prologue which narrates dynastic history from the Sage Emperors on down that employs
the first-person guanhua idiom. Both the vernacularized introduction and the classical segments that
follow share a polemical orientation and organize information in order to make a point; the
introduction, for instance, selects stories of the historical emperors that prove how a love for the
pleasures of the flesh leads to the loss of the kingdom.

In her 2010 chapter, which names the Liangshan sub-story but does not explicitly distinguish
it from the rest of the Xuanhe Era text, Bordahl follows Wilt Idema’s 1974 hypothesis that the

Xuanhe Era, as part of the pinghna genre, was written and used as a vernacular pedagogical text, and

157 See (Ge, 2001), pp. 39-40. Cheng Yizhong has identified five official and unofficial historical sources for the Xuanbe,
some of which are significantly more dependable than others. For his discussion of these sources, see his prologue in
(Cheng, 2022), pp. 1-29.

158 Bordahl cites Boris L. Riftin’s 1970 monograph, Historical Romance and Folk Tradition in China: Oral and Literary Versions
of The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, available only in Russian and in Chinese translation. See (Riftin, Yin and Tian,

1997), pp. 150-5.
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frames her investigation into its use of meta-narrative stock phrases according to that hypothesis.
Her framing involves assumptions about the style and orthography of the pinghua in general, and the

Xuanhe Era by extension, which deserve mention before we continue.

However, in the pinghua printed texts the function of [narrative markers of transition] might be more of
a technical, pedagogical nature, helping the reader to grasp the contents of the printed page. The
readership for these texts supposedly had limited schooling, and the textual page was a compact mass
of characters, without punctuation or indentation. The pre-verse formulas are mostly set off in black
cartouche, just like the titles of important episodes. The meta-narrative markers of transition might
serve as a kind of punctuation, further helping the reader to make heads or tails of the otherwise non-
differentiated columns of characters.... Therefore they could be an expression of editorial adaptation
for the written format, rather than a reflection of oral storytelling habits. If one follows this line of
thought, the reason for the differences in usage of such matkers inside one and the same text could be
the experimental stage of the editorial work. The uneven distribution of these phrases might reflect oral
usage which came in handy for this type of easy-reader, but would the expressions necessarily originate

with professional storytellers?159
Having already established that we are not interested in disputing the documentary nature of the
evidence, but in understanding the interpretive mode it enables, we may offer an immediate
observation on orthography. The use of black cartouche to highlight short phrases that denote
narrative transition — and especially a change in narrative register from prose to lyric - makes a very
clear structural reference to dramatic and, much later, chantefable libretti, which used them for literal
stage directions (sing, speak, recite) as described above.'” Both the use of cartouche and the “compact
mass of characters” we see in the pinghua are also central features of the earliest of the Ming
chantefables, which Anne McLaren ties most closely to performance usage, and which were
161

probably printed densely in order to maximize their instrumental utility while keeping costs down.

In any case, these orthographic features reference the rules of imperial-era performance texts quite

159 (Bordahl, Wan and Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2010), pp. 91-2.

160 See footnote 14 on (Bordahl, Wan and Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2010) p.92 and the accompanying image
trom the Three Kingdoms Pinghua on the previous page.

161 See (McLaren, 1998), p. 55. It would seem circular to adduce the 15%-century Shanghai Jiading County chantefables
as evidence in a discussion of a text printed a century or so earlier; in this case, I merely wish to highlight the fact that
the chantefables, especially those which share the orthographic features noted above, were instruments of oral
performance.
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clearly, and one would be remiss to describe such phenomenon as a mere appropriation that
somehow escaped the influence of its referential source. The few pages that follow positively track
such influence on the rhetorical level by attending to the relationship between style and content, as
we did with the Tripitaka.

The Liangshan sub-story shows strong evidence of derivation from an independent source.
The majority of the Xwuanhe Era is written in the annalistic form of Chinese histories (styled after the
Spring and Autumn Annals, which record the last centuries of the Eastern Zhou dynasty, 770-476
BCE); its language blends classical Chinese and guanhua, and its narrative is sequential and fairly
granular. The Liangshan tale, which contains live-action vignettes featuring central characters like
Chao Gai, Yang Zhi, and Song Jiang, unfolds entirely within the subheading of a single year (year
two of the Xuanhe reign, though the entry is also immediately followed by year five). Certain
landmark events, like the rebellion of Fang La, and certain geographical landmarks, like the location
of the Liangshan marshes in relation to Tathang Mountain, are located ahistorically in time and
space. Narrative focus also zooms in and out, moving from close dramatic details like dialogue to
summary of significant events, with an immediacy that is uncharacteristic of the rest of the text. The
story feels “spotty” from a textual perspective, and of course, the narrative idiom is drastically
different.

Cheng Yizhong’s annotations in the Xwuanbe yishi jiaozhu list the similarities between the
language used in this sub-section and the language of the earliest hu#aben, most of which correspond
to Hanan’s Group A.'” As has been noted, several of the conventional phrases that Bardahl
identifies as part of the storyteller’s manner here. Instead of analyzing the function(s) of each, we

will focus on a few that stand out for our purposes: jian and b jian, which deploy the presentational

162 See (Cheng, 2022), pp. 92-102.
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mode seven times in the section, and the demonstrative patticles 34¢ 12 and #a 7R, usually

understood simply as “this” and “that,” but operating here for the first time as deictic particles that
draw focus to a person or object within the receptive space. We will also draw a brief but
illuminating contrast between these particles’ functions within the Liangshan sub-story and parts of
the text that are proven adaptations from classical sources.

While half a dozen instances of the presentational jian certainly do not overwhelm the eye,
they do constitute a consistent narrative habit; moreover, although jian is no longer structurally
married to a specific prose register (like parallel lyrical lines), it absolutely continues to introduce
scenes of central significance, which is to say that it enacts the greatest control over reception at
thematically critical moments. Consider the first “scene” of the Liangshan sub-section, in which
courier Ma Anguo and his team members are drugged and robbed by Chao Gai’s bandits while they
are transporting a lavish offering meant for the corrupt official Cai Jing. The story narrows its focus
as Ma’s convoy finds a cool resting place on a hot day: “That Deputy Magistrate Ma and his group
traveled until they arrived at the area by the Wuhuaying Dike, and one could see [jzan] weeping

willows covering the roadside in shade, slender bamboo lush and cool, and they could not help but

rest there a moment(F B B — T A, TR AL SR EAME, R FEHEY, SA4H

&, RIAMBIF R BF).' It is within this sudden oasis that Ma and his colleagues meet a

strange man and his friends and are tempted to buy the ale that incapacitates them as the strange
men take everything, leaving only the wine buckets behind. When the convoy wakes up, the

narrative reiterates the lone presence of the ale buckets using the presentational jzan: “Not until the

middle of the night did Ma and the rest wake up. One could not see [bx jianle 7~ R, T | that carrying

163 Thid., p. 92
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pole, and one could only see [z/7 jian] the ale buckets thrown to one side (AL £ P &, HBRE 5B

S, RETAREAL, R IRIBARMAAR —EE F8).” This mode reappears when the bucket comes

under the local magistrate’s inspecting eye (“when that ale bucket was inspected, one saw [fiaz| the

four characters ‘Hua Family Ale Ocean’ standing out cleatly FEARE AR #8x, R @A [EERL

K| 9 F 4827, and again in identical format when the constable finds the alehouse. As in many

cases of implied subject usage in Chinese, one could potentially argue that the viewing subject is the
character; yet, as we will see in examples below, this text (like T7pitaka) habitually includes its subject
when describing a particular character’s individual act of seeing. Finally, it is under this
presentational gaze that the first hero’s full name and title emerge: “Their head man comes from
Juncheng county, Shijie village. His name is Chao Gai, and men call him the Iron King of Heaven;

he leads Wu Jialiang, Liu Tang, Qin Ming, Ruan Jin, Ruan Tong, Ruan Seventh, Yan Qing, and the

rest A IR R FIRG L BIME, BREE, ARREBER L, BEFZ M. 2E. £

. . Foid. Podvb. #%EFE The presentational /i jian appears once more, desctibing

Yang Zhi’s killing of the layabout trying to scam away Yang’s family scimitar (““Thus it was seen: his
arm rose, and the scimitar fell”), which leads to Yang’s imprisonment, Shi Xiu’s decision to save
him, and Song Jiang’s involvement with the rebels. Finally, the presentational jzan appears in its
clearest form at a moment of undisputed climax: Song Jiang’s receipt of the “heavenly scroll” that
lists the names of the thirty-six rebel leaders. Here, jian contrasts sharply with usages meaning simply

“to see,” and demonstrates its relationship to the presentation of traditionally important content:
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Song Jiang, seeing that the troops had retreated, emerged from the temple and bowed in thanks to the
Dark Lady. Then one saw [z¢ jian B A1 an explosive crack on the incense table, and when he /oked,

there was an inscribed scroll upon it. Song Jiang, opening the scroll and scrutinizing it, knew it to be a
celestial scroll.

RIRBERTER, Admg, AT LBRR ANRSEL—FEE, T—AN, A—4AX
FhaL, RIZEWMAT, REZEXF

Once again, I employ the verb saw in the translation of jian specifically to highlight its superficially
inaccurate consistency: the scene introduced by the presentational mode is at least as aural as it is
visual, the phrase yz sheng xiangliang primarily describing an explosive so#nd. The immediate contrast
with the antiquated guanhua phrase da yi kan, meaning “he turned/acted to see,” emphasizes further
the particular rhetorical function of jian, focusing the entire mind’s eye on the active moment in
which Song Jiang receives the list of thirty-six names and oracular poem that equates to a rebel’s
Mandate of Heaven. It approaches understatement to say that the presentational mode in this
instance plays a significant role in narrative structure.

Another, seemingly even smaller linguistic particle that we find first in the pinghuna and which

will exert presentational force in the eatly huaben before being edited out by textual creators later in

165

the Ming'® is what I term the deictic particle, which appears as either 3he 12 ot na AR, the all-too-

common words for “this” and “that.”” As deictic particles, z/e and 7a appear in front of significant
characters and objects (usually people) in a manner that, in a prose text, may appear superfluous to a
reader who treats the narrative like an independent fictional world, as in the abovementioned
phrases like “that carrying pole” and “that ale bucket,” in our first introduction to Song Jiang, or a

shift in focus back to Chao Gai:

164 T follow Cheng Yizhong’s assertion, for which he has collected significant evidence, that e jian B & is a vatiant of 25
Jian.

165 As I will note below, the deictic particles are inconsistently edited out by Feng Menglong in his Three Words
anthologies, then disposed of entirely by Ling Mengchu, Xi Langxian, Li Yu, and other composers of huaben stoties later
in the seventeenth century.
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[There was| #hat clerk Song Jiang received the orders and read them. He sped through the night to Shijie

Village to report the news to Chao Gai and the others, who ran under cover of darkness.'*

KW RLBET XFAT, ERAXLHT, RELERME, FRLAZL,

Again [we] tell of #hat Chao Gai and his group of eight. Their stealing Grand Preceptor Cai’s birthday
present was no small affair.

ARARENE, $TEKMAEDMY, FABENTAF.

The deictic function of ke and #a — the act of rhetorically pointing to a character or object instead
of simply naming it — exerts an outsized influence on communicative frame. To begin with, like the
presentational jian, it reinforces the illusion of collective experience by tightly controlling sensory
reception. In addition, its seemingly superfluous emphasis on the act of pointing simultaneously
invokes the presence of both a pointing speaker and viewers, which binds the mirrored act of
pointing and looking to the character’s very existence. The difference between “That Song Jiang
received the orders and read them” and “Song Jiang received the orders and read them” is that the
first sentence generates a populated and participatory space by bidding an imaginary group to summon
the character as an event, while the second generates the more familiar literary illusion of an
independent character being followed by a reader-voyeur. Significantly, this emphasis on
participatory summoning of characters in a narrative event also tightens control of reception by erasing
critical distance; the reader who invokes the story by seeing (and being shown) is not as free to “step
back” from the story as the reader-voyeur, because the continuation of his tale’s fictional world
requires his participation. The notable lack of interpretive agency — the reader’s capacity to read on

their own terms and choose between different frames of reference — correlates inversely with a

166 Thid., p. 93.
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dominant influence over narrative causality, as the tale’s progression is constantly tied to the act of
its own telling and witnessing.

While the deictic particles, which first appear in the Xuanbe Era texts, appear to be
constituent aspects of a written simulacrum of performance, they are not identified in previous
scholarship as part of the “storyteller’s manner” — perhaps because they appear so small, or perhaps
because they disappear instead of becoming more prominent as the huaben develop into a
recognizable literary genre. We see this transition begin in the eleven huaben texts that appear in both
the Sixty Stories and the Three Words anthologies, for which most of the latter appear to be edited
reprints of the former. These concordances, which we will employ as a touchstone later in this
chapter as well as in Chapter Four (which examines a concordance between a chantefable song-text
and a Three Words huaben), demonstrate sensitivity to both the affective dynamics of the performance
arena as well as to the particular requirements and advantages of written literature. They maintain
many of the original linguistic features that function rhetorically as keys to performance while
intentionally bolstering narrative consistency, informational fullness, and character interiority, and
frequently excising text that might have served a re-vocalizing user — someone reading the text aloud
— more significantly than a silent reader. This means that the deictic ghe and 7a are sometimes
excised and sometimes left in; in Hong 20/GJXS 4,'" for instance, the deictic 74 used to center ill-
fated protagonist Ruan Sanlang and the handmaiden of his crush during an exchange of clandestine
messages (in which naming the characters involves a spatial shift in narrative focus) disappears
entirely, though it is preserved in other instances in the tale. Yet stories which we believe Feng
Menglong to have written itself show little or no organic use of deictic particles, and by the time of
the later anthologies that supposedly feature the “storyteller’s manner” in its most intrusive form

(such as Ling Mengchu’s Slapping the Table in Amazement), the deictic particle has disappeared from

167 “Story of the Ring”/ “In Lazy Cloud Nunnety, Ruan Three Pays His Debt of Resentment”
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the idiom entirely. This seemingly minor shift in language suggests a shift in the assumed
relationship between reader and text, likely one in which the reader had become more likely to
assume a dissociative, voyeuristic position by default.

Examining the systemic appearance of presentational particles like these in the Xwuanhe Era,
we find them to be unevenly distributed and used. Of the nearly eighty instances of the deictic 7a,
for instance, approximately sixty occur either within the Liangshan sub-section or in the forty-page
sub-section immediately following it, an internally coherent vernacular tale of the courtesan Li Shishi
and her corrupting influence on the palace, which also has no basis in any of the Xuanhe Era’s

16

historical sources and is dated anachronistically.'® This sub-text, which Cheng Yizhong believes to

be a performance-derived adaptation of a supposedly Song-era classical tale only extant in late-Qing

editions entitled The Unofficial Biography of 1.i Shishi (Ii Shishi wai shuan 3= &5 f 584%),'” regularly

employs both the presentational jizn and the deictic particles, along with a small number of

transitional phrases involving telling (such as “but let us not tell of” E 4k 3t combined with “let us

instead tell” 4P 3¢), multiple adumbrative “clifthanger” sentences that split the tale into multiple

episodes (as opposed to one such phrase in the Liangshan section), and numerous breaks into poetry
ot ¢ lyric. Presentational phrases involving seeing (uses of jian and ze jian/ 3bi jian) cluster in three
scenes of honorable officials presenting memorials to the emperor, two of which open with “The
pure whip strikes three times; civil and martial [officials] line up completely,” and which all deploy

similar descriptors for the brave official submitting the memorial. Meanwhile, presentational phrases

168 (Cheng, 2022), pp. 102-144.

169 Ibid. Although the Classical tale, which other Chinese scholars have argued is a late-Ming composition (see (Xue,
1990)), does contain information that corresponds to this section in the Xwuanbe Era, it does not line up sequentially the
way the subsequent section does. That section, which tells of Emperor Zhenzong’s interaction with the Daoist master
Lin Lingsu, corresponds much more closely (though with substantial differences) to the Biography of Lin Lingsu (Lin Lingsu

Zhuan) found in the anthology of classical tales entitled Gujin shuobai 3 43¢ .
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""" all appear within a

involving telling which imply a storytelling figure more strongly than gze shuo
single, twenty-plus-line scene in which Li Shishi trysts with Emperor Zhenzong while her childhood
betrothed,'” Jia Yi, complains of his lost love to his friend, Song Bangjie, who will then attempt to
bring Jia and Li back together by informing the trusted courtier Cao Fu that Emperor Huizong is
essentially carrying on with a common prostitute. Cao’s official (fictional) reprimand, printed in full,
causes an explosion of courtly drama that brings disaster to both Jia Yi and, later, to Huizong. Each
mini-scene within this three-page section is transitioned to using phrases of this nature, which stand
out for both their concentration and their absence from the rest of the text.'” Again, I do not cite
linguistic events like those listed above as evidence of any sort of oral-proximate historical
provenance, but to point out that they appear to function in tandem with thematically crucial — and,
in Song Jiang’s case, explicitly traditional — items of narrative content. Invocation of teller and
participating viewers appears centrally relevant for the delivery of the two tales’ climactic cruces.

We might further prove the presence of this effect by examining other passages from the
same text which we know work closely from a textual model, or which load the stock phrases in

question with much less rhetorical weight. The Xuanhe Era’s didactic description of the dissolution

of the Song dynasty, for instance, narrates the ascension of Wang Anshi thusly:

Coincidentally, there was #hat Assistant Administrator Zeng, Gongliang by name, who recommended

that Wang Anshi as Prime Minister. Emperor Shenzong approved the memorial, and summoned Wang

Anshi to take the position.173

ARG REABLLHATY, ERILGARME, WEALAE, BIRGHM,

170 By this I mean phrases that assert a more definite narrative position than a particle like gée shuo, ““[let us] tell again,”
especially paired particles like the two found in this sentence from page 130: “But [let us] no longer tell of (xix shuo) the
feasting; and [let us] tell of (gze shuo) the two people returning to the boudoir, where Li Shishi first subsided”; or,
immediately afterward, “And let us not tell of (gée xin shuo) the Emperor and Li Shishi taking pleasure; but let us speak of
(que shuo) Jia Yi, this stupid man.”

171 Named later in the text as her cousin.

172 For instance, this is the only section of the entire Xuanhe Era text in which we find xin shuo 438, “let us cease to tell

of.”

173 Thid., p. 13.
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These two sentences introduce a passage on the negative court response to Wang Anshi that is taken
almost directly from the historical Beiyao. We note in these prologue sentences an appropriation of
the deictic #a that approaches metaphorical usage: it highlights Zeng Gongliang and Wang Anshi as
centers of attention, but only thematically in this case, as the recorded political commentary that
follows instantiates them as concepts but never as characters. Looking further back to the Xwuanbe
Era’s prologue, which narrates history from the beginning of creation to the Song via an array of
examples of talented emperors whose love for pleasure destroyed the dynasty, we find another site
of stylistic interest: the brief (twelve lines total) narration of Tang Minghuang and Yang Guifei, in
which the deictic 74 is used one or more times per sentence, which either rhetorically condenses the
story or dilutes the effect of the particle."* We find further that the gze shuo which begins an anecdote
taken nearly verbatim from the Be/yao about Shao Kangjie hearing a cuckoo while crossing a bridge
in Luoyang and interpreting it as auguring the collapse of the dynasty carries no rhetorical load at all
compared to its appearances in the Liangshan and Li Shishi subsections. The same appears true of
the gie shuo near the very beginning, when it introduces a grand description of ancient imperial
history, but rhetorically does nothing more than change the subject,'” whereas the gie shuo in the
Liangshan sub-section appears to handle a transition between two simultaneous concrete timelines.
It seems fairly clear that these narrative particles — some within the established lexicon of the
storyteller’s manner and some without — which simulate a populated, participatory interpretive mode
are being employed differently in the Liangshan and Li Shishi subsections than they are in the rest of
the text; specifically, in Liangshan and Li Shishi, these particles orient concrete #hings (characters and

objects) within space, extending narrative control over reception, while in passages like the didactic

174 Ibid., p. 7.
175 Ibid., p. 11 and 2, respectively.
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introduction, they are used to identify concepts and manage narrative shifts in a manner that carries
much less rhetorical weight.

We have established that this interpretive mode, which fits the description of a rhetorical
performance arena, is connected rhetorically to the content being presented. Yet, as we noted in the
Tripitaka text, generating dramatic effect is not the objective; the objective is enabling connection to
immanent tradition, which lives beyond the specific text and may therefore live in sites of textual
absence. Both the Liangshan and Li Shishi texts (the Liangshan sub-section more so) are starkly
defined by such absences. As Cheng Yizhong demonstrates, they are fundamentally anachronistic,
assigning and arranging dates which other parts of the Xwuanhe Era text contradicts. They frequently
present names either without explanatory context or with context that is disputed or abandoned
elsewhere. The Liangshan sub-section follows Song Jiang’s receipt of the heavenly scroll with a list
of thirty-six names (complete with traditional nicknames, e.g., “Black Hurricane Li Kui”) without
any narrative framing; names of heroes presented before that moment presuppose reader familiarity,
even for a name that isn’t eventually listed (“Three Yards of Green” Zhang Heng is confidently
named as one of the thirty-six in an early scene, then left off the scroll). Its zoomed-in central scenes
are presented in much the same way the names are, sequentially but independently, with little
narrative regard for the how and why in between. The reading experience prioritizes the close-up re-
experience of central scenes (the stealing of the birthday present, Yang Zhi’s imprisonment, Sun Li’s
defection, Song Jiang’s murder of Yan Poxi, discovery of the heavenly scroll, and others) that
constitute the tale, and the tradition provides that which is unwritten. Li Shishi, by contrast, brings
much clearer logical consistency to the page (preserving much closer unities of place and time,
though its dates are similarly ahistorical), which may reflect differently calibrated narrative
expectations, and perhaps a different source. Its dramatic focus on what we might call the “small

space” of Huizong’s initial affair with Li Shishi outside the palace likens it to many eatly huaben, as do
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the diversity of its lyrical breaks. Yet its style is so inconsistent — the latter half of the story after Jia
Yi’s discovery taken up with official discussions written in high-toned classical — one must seriously
postulate that this text, too, is rebuilt from fragmentary quotes, and that the conventional elements
that appear within a clear performance arena, such as the scenes of dawn court, Huizong’s rhyming
description of his own imperial position, and the clandestine, highly poeticized back-and-forth
between Li Shishi and Zhang Yi, were selected for a particular degree of resonance.

That resonance may certainly be readable through a didactic lens, in line with Idema’s
analysis of the pinghua as texts for teaching political morals, but as we have noted, the scenes in both
sub-sections that invoke a rhetorical performance arena stand starkly apart from the more overtly
moralistic sections of the text, including the vernacularized introduction; the latter advances an
argument via the organized presentation of textual information, while the former guide the re-
experience of content that does not require additional diegesis because the readership already knows
how to respond - whereas the text’s early polemic against Wang Anshi required the enumeration of
textual evidence, no argument need be advanced in the Liangshan sub-section because the response
to Song Jiang is traditionally conditioned. A similar situation arises in and around the Li Shishi sub-
story: the central scenes of Huizong’s secret meeting and dalliance with Li Shishi and the poem-
borne intrigue with Jia Yi are noticeably free from overt moralizing, whereas the seemingly
appended ending, in which the exiled courtier Zhang Shangying bemoans the inevitable downfall of
the dynasty, is saturated with it, suggesting that the reader of the original section does not need to be
told how to feel because that dimension of the story resides beyond the text. This characteristic of
traditional determinacy (“known-ness”), which we recognize from the T7ipitaka, presents in the
Xuanhe Era as a didactic silence around the Liangshan sub-section and the core of Li Shishi that

differentiates them from the rest of the Xuanhe Era text; the rhetorical performance arena which
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presents points the (initiated) reader to a dimension of their significance that need not be woven

further into a text-based polemic.

Keying performance in the early huaben

In the introduction to this dissertation, I described the eatly huaben as being difficult to read
as independent story texts. This analysis of early vernacular prose style via the lens of a performance
arena versus a storyteller’s manner aims, above all, to understand how texts so easily defined in
terms of literary absence — lack of consistency, fluidity, character depth, suspense, “originality,” et
cetera — in fact spoke fully and sufficiently to the communities that read them. The handful of huaben
texts we have that predate the Six#y S7ories would have been perfectly comprehensible reading

1,"° and the Sixty Stories itself was the finely carved project of a publisher who was known for

materia
the quality of his editorial work; yet these narratives abound with information that frustrates the

literary reader. Taking a cue from what we have read so far, we will look at a group of texts

belonging to Hanan’s Group A that are linked via a single text, the fragmentary New/y Printed Story of

the Red and White Spider (Xinbian hongbai hizhu xiaoshuo 37 4 4T & ¥k ]\ 30). This foreshortened

huaben, which reappears in adapted format in Feng Menglong’s Three Words (XSHY 31), bears two

exigent connections to tradition and the simulacrum of performance: first, explicit participation in

2

the “man-of-destiny” theme (faji biantai 35 98¢ #&), and second, the addition of the final phrase,

176 T am including the fragmentary Jade Window <3532 #F , Plum and Apricot Compete for Spring <Hg&-F £ , and

Newly Printed Story of the Red and White Spider <H7 4418 Sk N3t» |, prosimetric texts discovered by Ah Ying and Ma
Lian after the received remnants of Sixty Stories were discovered and reprinted. I also include the 1498 Dream at Qiantang
(which we will cover in detail in Chapter Three), and, perhaps now, the fragmentary Unofficial Biography of Li Shishi, which
we have just examined.
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“The huaben is told to the end; one may now disperse the audience.” We choose the first feature
because tales of this type announce their endings explicitly and early on, foregrounding the kind of
traditional determinacy that we have taken as our focus; we choose the second feature because it has
proven so difficult for scholars to explain neatly, either as a function of silent reading or as an
emblem of performance use. In the first half of this section, we will continue to focus on linguistic
keys that may invoke a rhetorical performance arena and their relationship to traditional content. In
the second half, we will introduce our analogue from contemporary performance — a study of three
recorded performances of Story of the Stone as pingshu — and move from there to a re-examination of
one specific kind of lyrical presentation in the eatly huaben (what Hanan calls the “poem-chain”) as
potential sites of “performative” interpretation. We find that the complexity of the narrative signals
deployed in the pre-modern texts dissuades us from continuing to describe them as “formative”"”’
or “transitional,” and encourages us instead to recognize the potentially transmedial reach of their
narrative frame.

The fragmentary tale Red and White Spider, preserved on a single double-sided folio that was
found by Ma Lian in a used bookstore, is not a rudimentary text. Its scant few lines include ¢ lyric,
parallel lyric, narrative, dialogue, and paratextual markers. Its vocabulary links it to both the “man-
of-destiny” story-type and to a significant number of other huaben texts, and its presentational

phrases demonstrate an emergent conventionality that indicates a diversified traditional idiom. The

fragment preserves the conclusion of a telling of Zheng Xin, a fictional Song-dynasty hero who

177 This is, of course, a reference to the title of Wilt Idema’s 1974 monograph Chinese Literature: The Formative Period,
which remains one of the only scholarly treatments of the earliest huaben texts we have (for contrast, Hanan’s chapter on
“Eatly Period” stories is the shortest section of his 1981 The Chinese Short Story). Idema’s thesis, writ large, is that the eatly
huaben are products of classical romances (¢huangi) on one side and stage drama on the other. Like Hanan’s eatly work,
Formative Period forcefully repudiates a lot of the unfounded speculation made on the origins of the huaben by Prusek and
his generation; it also engages in a fair amount of speculation in its own right, and my sense is that Idema and the rest of
the field have moved beyond many of its initial conclusions. Yet I still wish to critique his description of the eatly buaben
as mere translations of other, supposedly formally mature genres, as when he describes them as vernacular adaptations
of classical romances or prose summaries of plays (citation below), because it suggests an inherent incapability to
petform the functions for which they were created.
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encounters the “Sunset Clouds Immortal,” a female spider demon. They marry and have two
children; when he announces his intention to leave her palace to seek his fortune, a tearful scene
follows in which she sends him on his way with both young children and a magic bow, which he
probably used earlier to aid her in a battle against her sister (the white spider). His subsequent
military success is summarized entirely at the end of the fragment, suggesting that his prehistory and
affair with the Red Spider must have accounted for the majority of the tale. The fragment ends with
a legendary attribution (the remains of the temple dedicated to his posthumous deification “can still
be found”), a lyrical appraisal, and the enigmatic assertion, ““The huaben is told to the end; one may
now disperse the audience.” The Three Words version contains text from the fragment, including the
¢ lyric (which is also found in Inspector Chen Loses His Wife on Plum Ridge, a Sixty Stories huaben we
examine below). The early section it provides, which tells of a wealthy man’s observation of an
otherworldly ritual that reincarnates the Guardian of Mount Tai, and his discovery of the god as the
penniless but talented Zheng Xin, differs from the fragment but resembles other Group A tales.
Meanwhile, Commander Zheng also includes an extended ending that seems to reflect later authorship,
suggesting that this version could have come either from the fragment’s original text or from a third
early source. References to both similar and identical titles as the fragment exist in lists of traditional
tales, bibliographies, and dramatic repertoire from the Yuan onward, indicating that “The Red and
White Spider” was a well-recognized story long before the Three Words version was published.'”
Significantly, both the early fragment and Commander Zheng treat Zheng Xin and his tale as familiar

material. One line from the fragment, which notes that the Taiyuan garrison commander “saw

Zheng Xin and divined that he had a great destiny in stotre (you fen faji % 545 ¥F),” is quite

stunningly corroborated from a central scene in Commander Zheng, in which the unjustly imprisoned

178 (Cheng, 2000), p. 2.
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Zheng Xin, having descended in a well basket into a bewitched grotto well per order of a magistrate,

disappears from sight:

When the magistrate ordered the basket sent back down to get him, there was no trace — just like a
stone sunk into the ocean, a kite that had snapped its string. The magistrate and other officials waited a
long while, then returned home. But now we tell (gue shuo) that “let us tell how...” Zheng Xin, Garrison
Commander of the dynasty who had not yet achieved his destiny, having eached the bottom of the
grotto well?, he stepped out of the basket with sword in hand, stood on the ground by the inside wall

Q
of the well.'”?

KFFBHRX T E R, S8BT, —Moh X, SBRSE. XARREFE S, L
L@ R, RABRERE TG AL, BAHR, RALEY, HAETF, Xt
P —EE 5 M,

Although the reader knows from the story’s beginning that Zheng Xin is the reincarnation of the

Guardian of Mount Tai (Bingling gong ¥4 % 4Y), the above passages make clear that he is an extra-

textual, traditional presence, that is, the hero is always fully present regardless of specific context.

The orthographic convention of black cartouche draws us immediately to the phrases “but

then ‘twas seen (dan jian 42 ].)” and “thus it was (3heng shi 1E ),” which introduce, respectively, a

long descriptive lyric about the Red Spider’s palace vanishing from sight and a single couplet
depicting the tranquility and emptiness of Zheng’s posthumous temple at the close of the tale. The
reference to dramatic function is clear; regardless of whether black-relief dan jian and zheng shi were
used to facilitate specific modes of speaking in historical performances of this text, they very cleatly
signal to a reader the deployment of a particular communicative mode — one structured by the rules
of performance — in accordance with the change in narrative register. This is an important
continuation of a clearly oral-derived convention from the pinghua being applied to lexemes that will
be much more frequently and flexibly employed in the early huaben texts than ever before; both dan

Jian and gheng shi appear first in the pinghuna corpus, but their presence there is quite weak when

179 Thid., p. 13.
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compared to even the early huaben."™ In that corpus, they represent a group of presentational phrases
that is significantly more diverse than what we have seen in previous texts — so diverse, in fact, that
even though we recognize several phrases as central constituents of the storyteller’s manner,'*" we
should pause before immediately identifying them as such (and therefore as a literary invention),
especially among these earlier texts, because they demonstrate conventional force within a
vocabulary that is still emergent.

Let us cite a few examples, beginning with dan jian. First, its frequency correlates with an
earlier dating. The texts from Sixzy Stories and Three Words in which it appears most frequently are all
carly stoties: XSHY 31 Red and White Spider/ Commander Zheng (15 instances), Hong 8 The Three
Demons of Luoyang (9), XSHY 38 Adept 1i Crosses Yunmen Pass Alone (6)'**, G]JXS 33 The Melon-Seller’s
Wife (6), and GJXS 24 Yang Siwen Meets an Old Friend in Y anshan (5). Fourteen of its instances in
Commander Zheng appear before the end of the Red and White Spider fragment, strengthening its
apparent connection to earlier texts. Moreover, each of those fourteen instances signals a break from
prose into lyric, though lyrical form remains flexible. Most invoke descriptive parallel lyrics of the
type that buaben readers know well — set pieces that invite the reader to “stop and look™ at the
physical details of a newly-arrived character, the panoramic scene of a significant building or location
at a significant time — while others set up ¢ lyrics with established tune titles, or introduce lyrical
formulae like “Time [flies] like an arrow, sun and moon [turn] like a shuttle.” The transition itself
carries obvious conventional weight as it invites the reader into a different register for a translation

of narrative information that is also a self-conscious display of communication — practically the

180 For instance, dan jian appears four times in the entire Xwanhe Era and nine times in the Three Demons of Lugyang, one of
the earliest and mostly clearly oral-proximate buaben; 2heng shi marks three instances of lyrical transition in Xwuanbe Era,
and nine instances in Yang Wen the Road-Blocking Tiger, an eatly text collected in Sixzy Stories which we will investigate as
proximate to the “man-of-destiny” theme.

181 This includes the phrases listed on the expanded tables in the appendix to (Bordahl, Wan and Nordic Institute of
Asian Studies, 2010), pp. 144-6 as well as variations based on those phrases.

182 Thought to be a late story, 83% of its text is copied directly from a chantefable, The Tale of Yunmen, from the mid-16*
century or before. See Chapter 4.
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textbook definition of language in oral performance. The fact that many of the parallel lyrics dan jian
introduces are also found in other huaben adds a further level of traditionality to the particle’s
function and reinforces the sense of resonance between form and content that this chapter has
uncovered. Yet we should also expect the significant degree of variation in both location and
introduced content that we do find with dan jian in these early stories, including its first fourteen
appearances in Commander Zheng, as we have described above, which would suggest its ezergence in
this group of texts.

The final appearance of dan jian in Commander Zheng, in the extended ending probably added
by the XSHY compiler (whether that be Feng Menglong or Xi Langxian'®), fulfills a much less self-
conscious function more in line with its usage in later hu#aben — namely, as a presentational particle
similar to 347 jian (which by the 17" century has lost its connection to poetic presentation) that
introduces the central focus of the next important scene, without a lyrical break. This usage is not
entirely foreign to the earlier texts, but it is extremely uncommon; the later texts are far more likely
to use it as a presentational phrase that does not break narrative register. Surely, the particle’s
divorce from a self-conscious presentation of language suggests the fading of its resonance as part of
a performance arena. At the same time, no definite, permanent change in usage can be identified,
even among the later texts of the Three Words, which still invoke dan jian to open a transition to
translational lyric. This indicates that these later texts still claimed access to the narrative aesthetics
of their forebears, which involves an attempt at rhetorical authenticity despite the textualized
environment.

The introductory particle gheng shi, which invokes the concluding couplet of Red and White
Spider, undergoes a more definite transformation, turning from a particle that primarily introduces

adumbrative or reflective lyric couplets (short lyrical interludes that either foretell outcomes or

183 See Chapter Four for an explanation of this indeterminacy.



99

reflect on them) but can also be used descriptively to a didactic particle that heralds moral appraisal
from the narrator. This process, which also must be understood in terms of a changing relationship
between style and content, reveals a subtle but important distinction between the extra-textual
determinacy of immanent tradition and the contextual determinacy of moral calculus an agent of
narrative development.

Unlike dan jian, zheng shi becomes markedly more visible in the later groups of huaben; the
tales in which it appears the most, Hong 12 Inspector Chen Loses His Wife on Mei Ridge, GJXS 1 Jiang
Xingge Rediscovers the Pearl-Sewn Shirt, J[STY 28 Lady White is Imprisoned Beneath 1 eifeng Pagoda, and
XSHY 3 An Oil Peddler Earns the Great Beanty are all dated as middle- and late-period stories. Its four
appeatances in Red and White Spider/ Commander Zheng are both descriptive and determinative; the first
couplet it introduces (describing the chill of early spring) also appears in the initial pages of two
other eatly huaben of the “demon story” type, suggesting traditional associations with immediate
interaction with ghosts,'®* while the first long lyric it introduces foretells the fateful romance that will
serve as the crux of the story.'” Two other eatly huaben of the same or similar story-type, however,
demonstrate the gheng shi particle’s traditional function more clearly. Hong 15 Yang Wen The Road-
Blocking Tiger, a martial tale of a well-known hero’s fight against bandits, uses it eleven times to
invoke a lyrical break into an unrhymed single couplet that has a strongly aphoristic ring to it. Earlier

186

scholars might describe couplets like these as gnomic poems, ™ but their gnomic significance is not

184 Those two texts ate the Dream at Qiantang and Hong 5 The Three Towers of West Lake; the same text also appears in the
Li Shishi sub-section of the Xwuanhe Era.

185 See (Cheng, 2000), p. 15. Its third instance introduces a lyric that centers emotional description (the romantic
sentiment that the reader already knows cannot last), while the final couplet, which ends the Red and White Spider
Fragment, commemorates the hero through indirect description.

186 In The Formative Period, 1dema argues that the texts of Saxty Stories contain almost no gnomic poetry. Nevertheless,
gheng shi couplets in many of the Sixzy texts beyond Yang Wen feature quite a bit of it, such as chun shi hua boshi, jiu shi se

meiren FRALW I, H R EHEA “Spring is the flowers’ server, ale is lust’s intermediary” (The Jade Buddha, Three Towers

of West Lake, The 1eather Bood); lao gui peng bu lan, yi huo yu ku sang % %8 3. T, EAD 4 F “When the old turtle won’t

cook, it brings disaster on the dried mulberry” (JSTY 19 The White Falcon, Hong 17 Cao Boming Opens the Wrong Tomb),
and many others. Idema’s assessment excludes both Yang Wen and Inspector Chen, which we feature directly below, though
both are cleatly not late-stage huaben. For Idema’s argument, see (Idema, 1974), p. 12.
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universal in the broadest sense, but story-focused — the couplets unite text and tradition by reflecting
on what has happened while foretelling what will happen. Moreover, the couplets are often invoked
right before another self-contained poem or lyric, which creates a sense of episodicity. Below are a
few examples from The Road-Blocking Tiger, which mix aphorism, adumbration, and sensory

description:

[As a wealthy and generous man happens to enter the tea shop in which the salesman is talking to the
recently burgled Yang Wen about him| Before he had finished his sentence, one only sees [3/i jian] a
rich man enter the tea shop. Thus it was: When one intentionally plants a flower, the flower doesn’t grow; when one
idly sticks a willow branch in the ground, the willow grows into something providing shade.
That Sir Yang the Third [Yang San guanren, Yang Wen’s epithet] also once composed a poem, saying:
After wealth is gone and friends have left, I have no face to return to the capital.
If it hadn’t been for the tea salesman, how would I ever have made my name known?

RBAT, RRLESNF Y. B2 FERALLTE, FHIEHHRE
MG ZEALEHF—BE:

A BRIR, AR MK

TRZHLE, ERBELL.

[While trying to reclaim his wife from bandits, Yang Wen is captured yet again by another team of
bandits, tied, and taken to a country estate. Revelation of his heroic identity here will finally earn him
an ally.] This country estate:

Wooded groves cover it in shade, thatched huts surround it. On the rich earth, mulberry and jujube
trees grow around the fences; cows and sheep graze on soft grass across the fields. Beneath a bridge, a
jade-green current of cold water; the contour of sharp mountain peaks before the door. Laboring
farmers crowd on the Creekside, as the noises of spring seeding time fill the eaves.

Thus it was: The perfume of wild grasses and idle flowers fills the road. How conld you know it was not the homes of

Wﬂ/z'ﬂg?l 87

EARER, 4R, i RN, MEFFRIFH. BT ZRAEK, PIATF74%.
HpAhEg, KIEHSET.
ER: BEMEERS, Rt ER.

The zheng shi couplets in both examples are not social or moral aphorisms, but narrative aphorisms;
their gnomic comment on what just happened also lays bare the conditions of subsequent narrative

change, thereby relating the particular scene to the greater story. To compare, GJXS 16 Shi Hongzhao

87 Wling jia #,% %, a common epithet for the location of the utopian Peach Blossom Spring of ancient legend.
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and the Dragon-Tiger Meeting, the tale of the 10®-century generals Shi Hongzhao and Guo Wei’s
destined rise from banditry to preeminence, uses gheng shi eight times for the same purpose, but

perhaps with a clearer intent. A few telling examples:

The Jin emperor ordered Liu Zhiyuan to take command of Taiyuan City. But how could this be about
Liu Zhiyuan taking command of Taiyuan prefecture? It was really because it was the moment when Shi

Hongzhao should emerge and come into his destiny. Thus it was: When one tries especially to plant a flower,

it will not grow, but those who idly bring ale end up with a pa@/.mg

B i A B doik MAR KB . AL 2 B kit B4R KB P B RIR LB B, st
Fo ER: FEREBERE, FHIEE R,

Wang Xiu furrowed his brows and a stratagem came to his mind. Only that night, Precisely that night,
he would ensure this great man escaped from jail. What kind of stratagem did Wang Xiu think up? Thus

it was: He extended the clond-snatching arm from his sleeve and lifted up those canght in the world’s net"®

IHBA—G, FESR, RHER, HEFAER. $HIHFLEHA R E2: 4
A e TS, RARBBAA

Multiple things are happening here. A superficial reading of the rhetorical questions conveys a sense
of suspense, as if we are being left at a moment of uncertainty — the standard “clifthanger” ending.
This inspires two questions; first, is building this sense of suspense the primary function of gheng shi?
The answer is decidedly not, as both Yang Wen and Shi Hongzhao employ other linguistic patterns
(including the direct rhetorical question) more frequently than gheng shi to generate this effect.'”
Second, how do we understand suspense as a narrative effect in a tale in which the characters’ stories

are known? Like Red and White Spider/ Commander Zheng, Yang Wen and Shi Hongzhao both present

their main characters as immanently present heroes. The S/ Hongzhao narrator refers to both Shi

188 (Feng, Xu and Miao, 2013), p. 248.
189 Ibid., p. 246.

190 Specific rhetorical statements like “Who was the person who came to see Shi Hongzhao?”, “What was the object that

the princess gave to the matchmaker,” dramatic introductions to lyrical desctiption, including Aao 5i %3424 (it was just

like), sheng de 2. 4% (he looked like), and others.
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and Guo as “this/that great man (3be/ na gui ren & & A)” or “this great man, not yet come into his

destiny (he wei faji de gui ren & K595 89 & A) even when the “great men” are destitute ne’er-do-

wells stealing from the innocent. Yang Wen also has an heroic reveal of his own, though further
toward the end of the story, and it is clear from the poem he recites at the teahouse that his
character is larger than this single telling. These heroes are not going to escape conflict when it
befalls them; they are also not going to be defeated by it. The effect the couplets create, therefore, is
not suspense in the sense that the reader of a novel (in which the unknown lies ahead) would feel it;
it is a self-aware generation of tension between the specific and variable events of the scene, which
feels very much like an episode, and the immanent, capital-T Tale, as we have seen happen in
Tripitaka and the Liangshan story of Xuanhe Era. By linking narrative present and future via this sort
of structural aphorism (which, as we see in the examples, can exist in multiform) in a recognizable
lyric register, the gheng shi couplets invite the reader to assume an aesthetic posture of premonition
that creates tension between the Tale and its telling.

We find this function of zheng shi in all of the eatly huaben except for two (the deeply
prosimetric Dream at Qiantang and Hong 1 Lin Qiqging), but it is in a disputably middle period tale,
Hong 12/GJXS 20 Inspector Chen Loses His Wife on Plum Ridge/ Chen Congshan Loses His Wife on Plum
Ridge that its structural import appears to be the greatest. Inspector Chen, which we will also treat in
Chapter Three, tells of the talented young scholar-official Chen Xin, whose wife is kidnapped by a
monkey demon called Master Shenyang, Great Sage Equaling Heaven, in the southwestern wilds as
Chen Xin travels to his first official post. It is a multi-scened, heavily dramatic tale that includes
Chen’s search for Ruchun, the monkey demon’s lechery and malevolence, Ruchun’s stoic
faithfulness, Chen’s heroism as a leader, and the paternal oversight of the Daoist sages, who foresee

and subsequently observe the entire story from the heavens before intervening against the monkey.
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Both Idema and Dudbridge have discussed this huaben; Dudbridge for its apparent linkage of the

southeastern Chinese legend of the White Ape and the character of Sun Wukong, Idema for its

presumed relationship to Southern drama (#anxi # ), which Idema believes to be one of the major

generative influences on the early huaben corpus (along with literary chuangi 1% 37). Zheng shi couplets

in Inspector Chen occur in one location only: at the very end of a dramatic sequence of events, and

directly before a two-couplet 557 ¥ poem that leads into the next section of prose. Below is a

representative example:

Ruchun said to Inspector Chen: “At first, we hoped Luo would help us, but we have gotten no effort
at all from him. Might as well send him back.” Inspector Chen shouldn’t have listened to his wife’s
words and sent Luo away, for this would mean (you fen jiao) that Ruchun almost became a homeless
ghost. Thus it was:
The riddle of the deer left the Zheng prime minister without an answer;
the butterfly conld have dreamed Zhuang Zhou: one cannot know for sure.

The spirits never speak plainly, and vulgar humans couldn’t recognize Luo the Immortal;
Had she known better and kept Luo by their side, she would have been spared three years of suffering
in a cave.

Jo RRERE A [EMRDAREN, 40 REBMENIZ S, Thoie@E. | BH
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This structure repeats ten times, dividing the tale into eleven distinct episodes; eight of the ten
breaks employ zbeng shi, while two others employ different transitional phrases. While the gnomic
couplet and the poem both employ seven-character lines, they are obviously separate entities; Feng
Menglong, possibly unaware or uninterested in that aspect of the communicative context, condensed
them all down to four-couplet poems in his version. The couplets function just as they do in Yang

Wen and Shi Hongzhao, inviting an aesthetic posture of suspense at the same moment the tale
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foregrounds its traditional known-ness. Their function is consistent but not rigid; as in the texts
mentioned above, they evince a flexibility that suggests emergent use.

Like dan jian, we find the gheng shi particle operating this way in all five huaben that share the
final tag “the huaben is told to the end; one may now disperse the audience,” as well as in the rest of
the huaben in Group A save the Dream at Qiantang. Another element connecting these texts is the
purposeful and powerful use of deictic particles (both /e and #74) to centralize important characters
and objects in relation to each other — an overlooked narrative technique first found in the Xuanbe
Liangshan section that invokes the populated rhetorical space by instantiating teller, listener, and
character simultaneously. Moreover, if zhe and 7a can be read (op)positionally, their deictic use in
huaben quite deftly positions and re-positions characters in crucial scenes in a manner that shifts
narrative focus between central and oppositional roles. In Red and White Spider, the deictic ghe
centralizes Zheng Xin as Sunset Clouds bids him goodbye: “And she gave the two children to #his
Zheng Xin, saying: ‘For your concubine’s [my] sake, please do not scold [them].” This Zheng Xin
secured a bow across his back and held one child in each arm.”"”" Sometimes the particle names a
person on the periphery who is about to take action (JSTY 37 Shan Ting'er. “That Wan Xiuniang,
watching Miao Zhong lift his scimitar, thought of a clever stratagem”), while sometimes it returns
attention to a main character (Yang Wen: in Yang Wen’s first quarterstaff fight, he is repeatedly
referred to as “that esteemed man [#a guanren),” while his opponent is simply “the wealthy gentleman

[yuanwai),”"**

thus maintaining the focus on Yang Wen throughout the scene), or it spotlights
characters located at the periphery of a central character or setting (Hong 1 The Monk with the Love

Letter. Both zhe and na are frequently used to point to subordinate characters when protagonist

VLS RERAREREE: (A4S AXE, WYAE . BREXAFLETT %S5, mEFd—
$.—3 . See (Cheng, 2000), p. 3.

192 The same term is used to name Su Dongpo’s romantic rival in Hong 1 Liu Qiging Drinks and Composes Poetry at
Adpmiring-the-River Pavilion, which we will read in detail in the next chapter.
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Huangfu Song is interrogating them over his wife’s supposed infidelity). The habits guiding the
particle’s assignment are not entirely clear; there are no easy answers regarding questions of when or
which particle is used and whether the rhetorical effect of /e differs substantially from #a, but that
does not at all mean its assignment is random or purposeless. It guides the receiving eye more
nimbly (and more often) than any other meta-narrative particle, establishing a moveable sense of
relative distance and proportion that may have been crucial for competent readers of the early buaben
texts. Like the structural particles dan jian and gheng shi, it invites a specific (because conventionally
determined) kind of attention to specific narrative elements in a manner that invites the reader to
participate as one member of an imagined group.

Eatlier scholars from Hanan onward have already pointed out how certain narrative habits
and thematic foci changed as the huaben developed into a “literary” genre, and if we were to follow
these same particles instance by instance, we would note a series of changes pointing toward text-
specific usages that no longer imitate oral-proximate habits of communication. Yet part of my
project in this chapter (and this dissertation in general) is to highlight the multitude of evidence that
these changes were gradual, piecemeal, and — in many cases — probably intentional, and that the
huaben at every stage demonstrate an aesthetic hybridity that can reach into the worlds of textual
literature and performance narrative. The printed pages of the Sixty Stories offer an immediate
example. Whereas Idema avers that the diversity of its entries was “completely haphazard,” that
hypothesis is refuted not only be Hong Pian’s reputation but by the pristinely cut, well-spaced
typeface in which Hong reproduced the drum ballads, zozhen-style chantefables, prosimetric stories,
and classical adaptations that make up the anthology. His inclusion of four stories that end with “the
huaben is told to the end, one may now disperse the crowd” precludes the possibility of a printer’s

error and encourages us instead to take seriously the evidence collected above that these eatly texts
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advocate for a rhetorical authenticity in their construction of a performance-derived communicative
mode.

Meanwhile, the later texts edited and authored by Feng Menglong inconsistently
demonstrate an awareness of the affective power of this mode via editorial attempts to preserve it as
well as authorial attempts to appropriate it. Eleven huaben from the Three Words anthologies that
demonstrate an immediate genealogical relationship to texts from Sixzy Szories make clear several of
Feng’s editorial habits and objectives, including a text-centric focus on narrative logic, information

' Just as we will see in Chapter Fout’s close comparison of

fullness, and structural standardization.
the concordant Tale of Yunmen chantefable and XSHY 38 Adept 1.i Crosses Yunmen Pass Alone, Feng
mostly preserved linguistic elements of the earlier texts that are centrally responsible for invoking a
rhetorical performance arena, even as he standardized or excised lyrical breaks, papered over
episodic transitions, and aligned superficially confusing or incomplete elements of the stories away
from extra-textual referents and toward the individual world of the text itself. The slippage of gheng
shi couplets into vehicles for moral appraisal, which we find widely in effect in the later tales of the
Three Words collections, also represents a close appropriation of their eatlier function. For instance,
GJXS 1 Jiang Xingge Reunites with the Pearl-Sewn Shirt, one of Feng’s most famous adaptations from
classical literary fiction," invokes both adumbrative and didactic couplets using zheng shi, they are
the most numerous lyrical breaks in the text. The Pearl-Sewn Shirt does not center characters or
invoke a participating group with deictic particles, nor does it present any of its content as known to

narrator and reader; to the contrary, entropy and chance critically motivate its central question —

whether the young and unlucky Jiang Xingge and Chen Dalang will ever be able to reunite with their

193 Those texts are: Hong 20/GJXS 4; Hong 21/GJXS 7; Hong 1/GJXS 12; Hong 22/GJXS 16; Hong 12/GJXS 20;
Hong 13/GJXS 30; Hong 27/GJXS 34; Hong 2/GJXS 35; Hong 5/]JSTY 6 (prologue); Hong 18/JSTY 33, and Hong
14/JSTY 38.

194 For a summary of this tale’s provenance and plot, see (Hanan, 1973b), pp. 124-39.
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wives. In this context, a didactic couplet like “Thus it was: For the sake of profit as small as a fly’s
head, [he] abandoned the beautiful future of the mandarin coverlet” also connects the specific scene
to a larger context, i.e., a moral framework that frowns on the pursuit of profit. Yet, without the
presence of a greater Tale, the couplet becomes the kind of individualized commentary that Idema
and others associated with the “storyteller’s manner.” To the extent that moral determinism begins
to supply the calculus for narrative development in huaben in place of tradition, narrative mechanics
once used to connect a reader to an immanent tradition through a limited text are appropriated to
generate a more genuine suspense, as the storytelling figure “performs” a very text-specific process
of acrobatic conflict resolution that requires the future to remain unknown.

There are, of course, a score of other lexemes that appear in the pinghua and early huaben
which may or may not contribute to the rhetorical performance arena as we have seen dan jian, gheng
shi, and the deictic particles do; they tend to operate in clusters, since, as noted above, a significant
degree of flexibility exists among them in the eatly texts. I focus on these three because they enable
two crucial narrative features — the presentational mode and the transition into multiple,
conventionally defined registers — that reflect the communicative aims and context of oral
performance on a structural level. They slip under other scholars’ radar because they do not play by
the communicative rules of written literature and, as part of that, do not contribute much to the
construction of a storytelling character. To that extent, the uncovering of a rhetorical performance
arena reveals an inherent limitation in our current understanding of the storyteller’s manner as “zhe
narrative mode of vernacular literature” without destabilizing the idea completely, as we note how
certain central elements support different interpretive frames in different texts, and how textual

creators deployed them in narratives that pull from multiple traditions simultaneously.
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Analogue: The Performance of Reading in the pingshu Story of the Stone

The first section of the chapter spotlights rhetorical techniques by which certain texts from
the Yuan to the Ming dynasties imitate the communicative context of performance. In the case study
below, I investigate how three senior female practitioners of Beijing pingshu, an emergent genre of
traditional long-form oral storytelling, have adapted an historically literary text for traditional
performance. Observing how these master performers invoked the power of Szory of the Stone as both
a famous work of literature and a communally-owned story, I argue that their performance of
reading — a mimetic representation of a diegetic behavior that transforms the image of the book into
a source of onstage power — offers a new avenue of inquiry into the relationship between literary and
oral traditions in the huaben corpus. To that end, I will point out how the famous prologues to Luo
Ye’s Talking with the Drunken Man represent books as mythologized images in oral storytelling, and
how the literary “poem chains” of the eatly huaben might be read as displays of communicative
competence in a manner styled after oral performance.

One aspect of The Story of the Stone setting it apart from the other monuments of late
imperial Chinese fiction with which it is usually grouped is its lack of any original connection to
popular performance. Whereas the Shuibu, Sanguo, Xiyon, and even the Jinpingmei seem to have
emerged in dialogue with performance-proximate narrative traditions much larger than themselves,

Stone owes no aspect of its origin to a “common storehouse of convention.” And while its famous

scenes inspired plenty of partial adaptations in the popular performance gentes known as guy/ #

2" Stone remained conspicuously outside the repertoire of one northern genre that dealt

195 As Liu Caonan | #& & points out, Stone found its way into guyi performance not as a single, unified narrative but as a
collection of famous scenes, much the same way that many of the great tales in the dramatic genres are performed

primarily in isolated “panels.” See (Liu, Caonan %4 #, 2003), p. 3.
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specifically with the retelling of long tales, namely, Beijing pingshu 3% & . While Journey, Three Kingdoms,

and Water Margin have persisted as fan favorites among traditional pingshu repertoire for over a

196

century, ~ Stone did not appear among them until the well-known artist Lian Liru 18 8 o performed

a version in 102 episodes on Singaporean radio in the early 1990s. A second version, adapted and

petformed in 108 episodes by another senior performer, Liu Lanfang %] # 2, met with national

acclaim when it was broadcast on Chinese national radio in the early 2000s. Most recently, Lian

Liru’s disciple Zhang Yi 5k & performed the first live version of Szone for which I can find record in

Pinggu (a suburb of Beijing) in a series of 144 hour-long performances, each of which became
available through the Ximalaya streaming app soon after they happened.

These three pingshn adaptations of Stone offer a rare point of observation into the process by
which the nationally influential yet under-documented'” tradition of Beijing pingshu appropriates an
historically literary tale for oral performance."”® Comparing the three versions to the novel and to
each other, we find in each a complex negotiation between multiple simultaneous influences — the
concrete Szone text, the cultural complex it has become, the narrative requirements of the
performance genre, the restrictions of media format, and the power of the listening community. As
the successive performances build on each other and media restrictions ease (from Lian’s 14-minute

radio episodes to Liu’s 25-minute episodes, and finally to Zhang’s hour-long live performances), the

196 Qee (Lian, Jia and Lian, 2010), as well as Zhang, Cixi 7k X i&, Beiping tiangiao zhi 3b-F X 4% & Beiping:Guoli beiping
yanjiuyuan zongbanshichu chubanshe.

197 Unlike southeastern genres of prose and prosimetric storytelling like Yangzhou pinghua and Suzhou pingtan, which
Vibeke Bordahl and Mark Bender have, respectively, treated quite extensively, there have been no detailed English-
language studies of Beijing pingshu as of yet.

198 I use the term “appropriate” intentionally to highlight the proactive capabilities of oral traditions like Beijing pingsha.
Whereas literary and some anthropological scholarship has historically described oral narrative traditions as passive,
residual, or reactive, and literary traditions as progressive, evolved, and subsequent, this case study demonstrates quite
clearly that oral traditions can and do appropriate and transform literary narratives according to their own rules.
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collectively owned S7ore tale (what has recently been called “story-cloud,” and which oral narrative
theorists might term a zultiforn) assumes greater authority as the primary point of reference for a
performer who transforms the diegetic act of reading into a mimetic act of stylized interpretation on
stage. Here, the S7one example very clearly exemplifies a central conceit of pingshu performance in
general, to wit: the storyteller, presenting herself as an authoritative reader of a concrete text,
performs an act of stylized interpretation for which the cultural “book” is instead the primary
referent. In Zhang Y1’s case, this obviously traditional dynamic emerges as part of Zhang’s unique
contribution to her genre, namely, her blending of the virtuosic recital of lyric texts both within and
adjacent to S7me with extensive dramatic re-enactment and in-depth commentary. This performative
decision maintains a focus on the S7me text itself as a work of literary excellence as well as only one

constituent of its own cultural multiform.

Negotiated Spaces: Identity, Tradition, and Media

The identities of its three performers locate the pingshu S7me in a negotiated space. No other
tale in the pingshu genre’s traditional repertoire is explicitly gendered. Pingshu as a whole is implicitly
gendered by patriarchal control, but the minority of female performers have learned and told all of
the central stories. Lian Liru and Liu Lanfang belong to the same generation of female guy:
performers, born in the forties, who subscribed to the Maoist doctrine of feminism and defined
their own advancement according to practice and struggle. Both were born into performing families
and joined government-organized performance troupes at a very young age; both were deeply
invested in the state-run model of performance art that dominated the Chinese scene until 1978, and
then translated institutional credit and hard-won expertise into a competitive advantage once private

media markets opened up. Liu Lanfang climbed the political ladder available to her after 1979, and
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became a senior political as well as an artistic figure. Lian Liru built “Xuannan Storytelling (Xuannan

shuguan ‘& # $48),” a pingshu performance space in which she and her disciples perform to packed

houses every weekend, and has published multiple books on her own career and that of her father,

the Republican-era pingshu great Lian Kuoru %} 4o, Their public attitude towards art and audience

reflects an explicit commitment — common to their generation of female performers — to a
meritocratic equality in which their identity as a master performer supersedes their identity as a
woman. Both reached senior status long before performing S7me; their performances of it could not
have defined them (or it) through any kind of reductive lens. Yet they did seem to establish a
precedent for the pingshu Stone as a gendered achievement, which Zhang Yi deepens in her live
performances.

Zhang, a former disciple of Lian, makes her own feminist discourse an integral part of her
performed interpretation of S7one. That discourse is inflected through the language of her forebears
—in an invented scene, for instance, she describes a frustrated Qin Keqing scolding Qin Zhong for
his dalliance with Baoyu by saying, “I never expected your style of living (shenghuo uofeng) would
become an issue.”” Yet the dictates of Maoist literary dogma have made way for a contemporary
focus on women’s issues and Szze’s value as a diorama of hopeless female fates. In her first, fourth,
and fifth episodes (and several times thereafter), Zhang Yi affirms to the audience that it is her duty
not only to perform S7me, but to focus her performance on the female characters because she wishes
to be a positive role model for her female students and listeners; this intention is borne out in the

novel content she highlights and creates. For instance, when she tells the stories nested into each of

199 She makes frequent use of this terminology to translate the behavior of S7one characters. In episode 25 of her
petformance, in which she describes Baochai’s castigation of Daiyu for quoting Peony Pavilion during a drinking game
(Stone 42), Zhang notes the bravery of Baochai criticizing Daiyu to her face instead of “going to the higher-ups to expose

her (3%, k£ 2840 § %48 &).” The effect is both ironical (because anachronistic) and forceful, as the language of Maoist

social politics retains a certain amount of currency in Chinese institutions.
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the twelve rebuses in Chapter 5, she highlights the pain each woman will face via anecdotes and fiery
digressions on contemporary Chinese society.”” She expands Disenchantment’s lecture to Baoyu to
include a lesson on how to respect women (gunzhong niiren), and recites the full ode describing
Disenchantment’s features as an example of the unattainable standards of the traditional Chinese
male gaze. Lin Daiyu, she avers, should be understood foremost as a paragon of self-control,
possessing a degree of emotional restraint which keeps her from “generating mistakes (chu cnown),”
the Maoist term for sexual dalliance, and which contemporary women do not share.””" Thus, while
Zhang Y1’s performance of S#me appears to build on a gendered legacy, she diverges from her
predecessors by explicitly connecting its thematic focus on women with her own identity.

Zhang’s willingness to foreground the narrative theme of feminine identity in connection
with her own extends to S7ne’s other contested themes of sex, fantasy, and sexual fantasy. All such
content, which clearly and seemingly with intention sets the story in a dialogic space between
“vulgarity” and “refinement,” has been excised from Lian Liru’s and Liu Lanfang’s radio versions;
even references and innuendo, like Jiao Da’s loud complaint about “crawling through ash (pa hui de
pa hui),” are removed. Baoyu’s early sexual encounters are omitted, as are the dalliances of Mingyan,
Jia Rui, Jia Lian, and every detail relating to homosexual behavior. Qin Keqing’s implied
relationships with Jia Zhen and Jia Rong are also ignored; Lian does not even mention Heaven Scent
Tower, and Liu Lanfang only describes Qin Keqing’s love life in terse detail while narrating Keqing’s

death. Additionally, neither Liu nor Lian allow Stone to comment on the text once it has moved to

200 One stunning example occurs at 1:07:00 of the first episode, in which Zhang Yi notes in brilliant, impassioned
language that the riddle-poem about Li Wan constitutes the only physical description afforded to Li Wan throughout the
entire book, because she is a young widow, and no men look at her. On 15:15 of the second episode, she explains the
value of S7ne’s focus on female characters by noting that the work of feminism is far from done even now: “You know,
people still say, “‘Women hold up half the sky.” Why do we say it? [Imitating an external, questioning voice] ‘Why don’t
we say, ‘Men hold up half the sky, too?” Why not? Because men are already holding up THE WHOLE SKY.”

201 Episode 24 5:00 — 8:00. See also Episode 5, 21:00-24:00, in which she highlights the potential controversiality of
discussing menstruation on stage, and avers that, as a performer and as a teacher, she has a responsibility to talk to her
listeners and students about it as clearly as she can.
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the human world. The monk and Daoist priest appear in scenes where they act directly upon the
human characters (such as the Daoist’s conversion of Zhen Shiyin, or the monk’s reclamation of
Baoyu’s jade), yet the magical world which they inhabit is largely erased, as we immediately discover
when we hear their respective treatments of the story’s beginning. Liu Lanfang skips the author’s
preface and mythical story of Stone and his celestial visitors entirely, opening with an introduction of
Zhen Shiyin and his family; unsurprisingly, she also removes Zhen Shiyin’s dream interaction with
Stone, monk, and priest, and only narrates the myth of Nuwa and Stone’s part in it in brief summary
in her fourth episode, in which she suggests that Cao Xueqin integrated the ancient story with his
own personal experiences of wearing a “golden life locket” as a young child.

By contrast, Zhang Yi includes references to sex and sexuality her predecessors omitted,
though she stops short of any sort of narrative description and couches dramatic aspects within a
conservative didactic structure. She accomplishes it by inventing content, mostly in the form of
private scenes and inner monologues. Jiao Da’s drunken excoriation of the Jias’ incestual
tendencies,”” for instance, she makes more deeply pathetic by the addition of an inner monologue
that humanizes Jiao Da and strengthens his moral standpoint. Yet a more eye-catching example
occurs in a scene Zhang Yi invents based on Lady You’s observation in S7ne Chapter 10 that

everyone assumed Qin Keqing’s illness was caused by pregnancy:

So was Qin Keqing really pregnant? She was. With the baby in her belly, she went to Jia Zhen,
and said: “I’'m pregnant.” And Jia Zhen replied, “Oh? You’re pregnant. Hmm. Will this child call
me... ‘grandfather,” or will he call me ‘father’? So with the baby in her belly, Qin Keqing went to
Jia Qiang, and said: “I’'m pregnant.” To which Jia Qiang replied: “My my, sister-in-law! But will
this child...call me ‘cousin’ or call me ‘father’? So with the baby in her belly, she told her
husband, Jia Rong, she was pregnant. He replied “Wife, if you’re pregnant, we have a problem.
When this baby’s born, will he call me ‘father’ or call me ‘uncle’?” Uncle!? Qin Keqing ground
her silver teeth in rage. How could this woman not get sick? To be pregnant with a child, yet
unable to find a father anywhere, illness was inevitable.

202 To crawl through ash (pa hui) is to “dirty your knees,” wu xi 75 J, a homophone for wu xi 5 48, to defile one’s

daughter-in-law.
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Again she splits with Liu and Lian by choosing engagement with the controversial or thematically
contestable content of S7ne over simple excision, and transforms it into a dramatic resource. She
manipulates fantasy to a similar, more spectacular end by utilizing it as an opportunity for narrative
digression. As Baoyu reviews the rebuses of the T'welve Beauties of Jinling, Zhang Yi narrates
episodes relating to each woman in question, weaving their stories out of anecdotes that are
scattered throughout the book. The story of Lin Daiyu’s arrival at Rongguo Mansion, which Zhang
Yi nests within the rebus about Daiyu and Baochai, leads our focus toward Baoyu’s jade, at which
point Zhang Yi tells the initial origin story of Chapter 1. Returning to the Baoyu and Daiyu’s first
meeting, Zhang Yi narrates the scene of his temper tantrum. When he throws his jade across the
room, the jade itself speaks, lamenting: “What’s wrong with you two? Have you forgotten
everything?” At which point, Zhang Yi performs the story of the Gardener and the Flower. She
maintains this concentric pattern throughout her performance of the twelve rebuses, by the end of
which she has told stories that do not occur until much farther into the novel text. Zhang turns the
fantastical plane into a threshold for narrative time travel, as she does with other psychological

*» and in this way engages yet another central indeterminacy of the

spaces like dream and memory,
Stone text which Lian and Liu’s versions smooth away.

The relative expansiveness and flexibility of Zhang’s rendition of S#ozne reflects the unique
resources and requirements of the live performance context and, lacking the distracting cloud of a

performance history, provides a fairly clear picture of how the oral genre can transform a concrete

text into an imaginary one through the performance of reading. Lian Liru and Liu Lanfang’s radio

203 The extent to which Zhang jumps around in natrative time via the memories and felt expetiences of her characters
can hardly be overstated. The scene of chaos in the schoolhouse, which occurs in Chapter 9 of the novel, is related in
exciting detail in Zhang Yi’s fourth performance, while that of Baoyu and Baochai discovering the inscriptions on each
other’s jewelry doesn’t appear until her fifty-fifth. Jia Zheng’s vicious beating of Baoyu takes up three episodes, is
recapitulated in two more, and is tied explicitly to Skybright’s venture into the cold ait, which eventually kills her much
later in both novel and performance.
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performances respectively provide counterfactual and intermediary examples of this. Lian’s version,
performed for a radio show called L7 de husheng (“A Beautiful Shout,” translated phonically as
“Rediffusion”), which broadcast narrative performances in Chinese for residents of Hong Kong and
Singapore, shows the limiting effect of prerecorded audio very clearly. Its 102 fourteen-minute
episodes follow the text so closely that it would be tempting to call it a reading instead of a
performance; I refrain from doing so because Lian Liru herself referred to it as “my Story of the Stone”
in private conversation with me in 2010. Still, it eschews all forms of self-reference, digression, or

appraisal that one might expect from live pingshu. Liu Lanfang’s version, performed in twenty-five

minute intervals for the domestic audience of China Central Radio (3hongyang renmin guangbo diantai

F AR, J#% % 4) embeds her personality much more noticeably; although she also follows the plot

fairly closely (sometimes down to the level of the sentence), she employs a regular paraphrasis that
changes the tonal register significantly. She also gives freer rein to the interpretive voice of the
pingshu performer, creating a receptive context in which text, paratext, and rules of reading are
presented as concretely as possible, and the performer is defined as the consummate reader who
employs her understanding as an interpretive tool for the audience’s benefit. The voice therefore
functions to make clear what the text leaves ambiguous; Liu Lanfang provides several unified

descriptions of important family lineages (which tend to be fragmentary in the text), explains
esoteric terminology (such as “western seat (xi x7 % Ji)” for private tutor), and offers seemingly
authoritative explanations of unclear dialogue or behavior. For instance, when Jia Yucun asks his

friend Leng Zixing in Chapter 2 whether or not he has any “news from the capital,” a question the

text does not qualify, Liu Lanfang says:
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“What does he mean by this question? And what does ‘news’ refer to? Jia Yucun is a petty man
who loves material gain, and an expert at currying favor. He knows that Leng Zixing’s father-in-
law makes his money in the house of the powerful Jia family in the capital — a caretaker who
holds real responsibility and is listened to. So Jia Yucun wants to know if there be any news of
official hirings and firings in the capital, where he might find an opportunity to talk to some

people and reclaim a government position. That’s the kind of ‘news’ he’s asking about.”*"*

Note that none of the above appraisal can be sourced to the text itself; though not far from textual
evidence of Jia Yucun’s cunning and ambition, it remains Liu Lanfang’s interpretation. Here we find
a more prominent example, as Liu digresses from the story of Baoyu’s temper tantrum in Chapter 3,
offering her opinion of Baoyu’s being born with jade in his mouth:

“Why does Jia Baoyu get so angry? At this point in the story, I should explain. From a scientific
petspective, men and women marry and produce children who ate the flesh and blood of their
parents, gestated over ten months and born in one day — no one could possibly be born with jade
in his mouth. Really, this is no more than a brilliant flourish of the authot’s pen, in which he
adapts our country’s traditions of children’s jewelry [...] Cao Xueqin borrowed this tradition and
added a layer of mythic literary invention. And it’s entirely possible that Cao Xuegin himself,
when he was very small, like many other children who wore jewelry, liked to put his jade or
golden locket in his mouth for fun, and the wet nurses or maids who cared for him invented a
story about it, saying “You were born with this jade in your mouth. It’s magical, and you must
keep it with you, and be as beautiful as it is, for the rest of your life....” *”

Here we see the limited application of a genre-specific tool that Zhang Yi wields more freely.

In addition, Liu begins a process of re-segmenting the story that Zhang will continue.
Although one might expect 25-minute performance sessions to abandon the beginnings and endings
of the S7one chapters, Liu’s version gestures at a broader re-portioning of narrative episodes. For
instance, Liu refers to Granny Liu’s first two visits to the Jia household (S#ore 6 and 39-41) by the
informal titles “Granny Liu’s First Visit to Rongguo Mansion” and “Granny Liu’s Second Visit,

2% matching one half-title of S#ne 6 with an invented second that abandons the

Prospect Garden,
Stone convention of descriptive titles and redefines the episode based on what we are expected to

know. Zhang Yi adopts this new subtitle wholeheartedly in episode 23 of her performance, and

204 Liu Lanfang Episode 2, 22:50 — 23:39
205 Episode 6 1:15 — 2:21

206 ) g g — 5% B R/ X e e — 3 KL,
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gives a detailed explanation of why the second episode refers to her “Second Visit, Prospect
Garden” while the first names Rongguo mansion. In doing so, Zhang is following Liu’s lead in
representing S7one not as an authoritative text, which sets the standards for its own interpretation,
but as an item of cultural property and a constituent of pzngshu repertoire. To this cultural item she
adds a plethora of imagined scenes like those referenced above, which she then appraises (ping) just
as she would content taken directly from the novel, and frequently by figuring her appraisal as an act
of reading; ““Those who have read Hongloumeng carefully all know” is a favorite preface for an
appraisal that may or may not have bearing on the written text.

The final way in which she moves S7e into the cultural space of traditional tales —
communally-owned stories invoked out of imagined books — is, ironically, by performing an
astounding majority of the original poetry from the novel amid a matrix of recited lyrics from other
sources. Whereas Lian Liru and Liu Lanfang only recite that handful of poems which had long been
the most visible — the “Hu Shen Fu,” the “Hao Liao Ge,” and others — and (in Liu’s case) explicitly
say of collections like the “Chrysanthemum poems” that the listener “can go read them if you want,
I won’t recite them all here,”™” Zhang Yi leaves almost everything in, which is to say that she recites
it from memory in performance.”” Several of the best-known verses she employs as dingchang or
shouchang shi, verses that traditionally signify the opening or closing of a performance (the “Hu Shen
Fu” poem, for instance, kicks off her first episode), while localized collections of verse (like the
twelve rebuses, the chrysanthemum poems, and others) she performs in their entirety. In addition,
she also weaves in a substantial amount of subject-specific lyric verse, in which she is either quoting

directly from the anci thyming repertoire or writing her own verse in the anci style.”” This

207 Liu Lanfang, ep. 23

208 I can confirm, having obsetrved episodes of Zhang’s live performances of both Szne and Journey to the West, that she is
capable of reciting an enormous amount of text on stage with no help from any aide memoire.

209 In Episode 2 46:00, Zhang introduces Qingwen via a recital of the Suzhou pingtan lyric “Visiting Qingwen at Night
(yetan Qingwen).” Long segments of zanci-style narrative, spoken from Granny Liu’s perspective, also take up several
minutes at the end of episodes 2 and 33; these do not appear in Liu Caonan’s collection of Stone tanci lytics, but are
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integration of related yet formally distinct texts would be anything but atypical in this context, as
performers of traditional oral genres in northern China have been quoting and adapting from related
genres for as long as there have been records, and the genre of pingshu as we know it today is
strongly suspected to have evolved from musically accompanied storytelling in the early Qing
dynasty.”"’ Here, the performance of lyric text from both within and outside the S7one novel
generates a double effect: on one hand, it foregrounds the original poetry of the S7one authors, while
on the other hand, it also utilizes it for displays of communicative competence — that is, the spectacle of
speaking that defines oral performance. This distinction is significant because language often
operates differently within the interpretive frame of traditional performance than it does within the
framework of literary reading, as the former privileges the display of communicative mastery and the
invocation of tradition. Zhang Yi’s performance unites the aesthetic values of both contexts by
centering the original poetic content of S7ze within a narrative context that also encourages her
listeners to endow it with the resonance of oral tradition.

We see here a binding of disparate narrative spheres via simulacra of each other. In this
process, the private becomes public; when the “Hu Shen Fu” poem, for instance, is presented not as
a private communiqué between two characters but as a heading (and a spectacle), it takes on an
emblematic significance that links the story with the listening group that claims it. Simultaneously,
the act of conjuring the image of a book, which links to the communal “story” directly (to the
concrete text only obliquely) via a performed simulation of reading highlights an appearance of
mimesis where we might least expect it and highlights a core dynamic of the pzngshu performance

tradition which the crowded field of traditional tales obscures, and which links Beijing pingshu to oral

written in the Zandi style, and may be either Zhang’s creative compositions or quoted from traditional repertoire. These
are but two examples of many.

210 Archival materials collected in the Chinese-language works named in footnote 2 desctibe pingshu as having evolved
away from accompaniment by a stringed instrument. In addition, the “waking block (xingmu),” now used only twice by
Beijing performers to open and close a session, appears to have once had a more thythmic percussive function.
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traditions worldwide that draw power from the mythologized figure of an “original” or “charter
text.””'" In this space, however, which is shaped by the literary weight of the S7one novel itself, we
find that while the book and the myth of the book become different entities, each continues to exert
influence over the other. The novel is not “lost” within the performance tradition, nor is the

performance tradition conquered or superseded by the novel.

Mythologized books and the performance of reading in the huaben

Uncovering the pingshu performer’s strategy of representing performance as an authoritative
reading of a mythologized book inspires us to look back at our richest source of information on oral
storytelling in the imperial era — the two-part preface to the classical story anthology The Drunken
Man’s Talk, entitled “An Account of the Plowmen of the Tongue.” This preface, written in
vernacularized guanhua, offers a grandiose description of the origins of professional storytelling,
which it locates within the concentric realms of myth, dynastic history, and moral government. It
places strong emphasis on the integrative aspect of framing. The first half of the preface borrows its
structure from Hong Mai’s 12"-centure compendium The Record of the Listener, which the second half
lists as a source of storytelling material. Furthermore, by locating the practice of storytelling within
the offices of ancient government, it imbues the former with the latter’s authority. Similarly, the
second part of the preface, sub-titled “The Beginnings of Storytelling,” presents a vision of the
storyteller as reader that reverently depicts the literary tradition as his source of power. To quote

from Alistair Inglis’ recent translation:

211 On the appearance and generative power of the “charter text” as a metaphor in global oral traditions, see Nagy,
Gregory, “’Orality and Literacy’ Revisited,” in Classical Inguiries, Center for Hellenic Studies (online), 3 February 2017,
https://classical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu/orality-and-literacy-revisited /.
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Storytellers! Although untutored, they have heard of many matters. Far from mediocrities of superficial
knowledge, they are well-read and possess penetrating perception. From their youth they study the
Extensive Gleanings while, from adulthood, they mine history books of all periods. ... There are none who
do not peruse The Record of the Listener, whilst they are thoroughly familiar with everything in the Xinying
Collection. ... When they discuss lyric poetry of the greats, they have the fine lines of Ouyang, Su, Huang,
and Chen; when speaking of old-style poems, there are those of Li, Du, Han, and Liu. In regards to

introductions and conclusions, they adhere to the standards set by their masters and, through narrative

. . . 212
petformance, they edify their audience.

3

RPRE, ARE, LHLH. EFEFTRBEIAR, AMEZEZIHE., HF «(XKFED,
EXBEREE CRBEEY EATE, CFER2E r#FdE - H43H, ABK. & %,
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The passage continues in an extensive description of the professional capabilities and boundless
knowledge of the storyteller, extolling their ability to adapt to different social contexts, link the tale
to reality via their knowledge of trivia, and to both educate and beguile their audiences. It then lists
several dozen titles of traditional stories within the art’s major genres, several of which correspond
to earlier Song sources. This list of story titles, like the performed list of play titles in the Yongle
Encyclopedia,”” has captured the bulk of scholars’ attention as a precious philological resource.
Meanwhile, scholars have taken the earlier passage on literary resources literally, advancing
arguments therefrom about the material conditions and historical practice of storytelling, while also
noting as a caution the diversity, length, and rarity of the cited texts.”* Yet that note of caution

would seem to be strong evidence for reading the passage figuratively. Its hyperbolic gestures stand

out immediately; the fact that capacious anthologies like the Extensive Gleanings (Taiping gnangii X -F

212 (Luo and Inglis, 2015), p.5.

213 In Scene 13 of the play Huanmen 3idi cno lishen & P ¥ FH4E S H an actor who is being asked about their repertoire
lists the traditional titles of seventeen plays which they know well enough to perform without a hand-held aide memoire
(Rhangii E3T).

214 Idema cites Dudbridge to suggest that “the library mentioned as necessaty for a storyteller at the beginning of its
second piece...must have been quite out of reach for a mere market artist, so probably the work was rather intended for
wealthy amateurs or for those professionals who waited on the emperor.” Alistair Inglis avers that it “tells how

professional storytellers, seeking grist for their mills, would study short-story collections.” See (Idema, 1974), p. 6;
(Dudbridge, 1970), p. 2-3; (Luo and Inglis, 2015), p. xvii.
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J& 32) would have been difficult and expensive to obtain during the period when The Drunken Man's

Talk was supposedly written (late 13™ c., late Song to early Yuan) further highlights its overstated
description of the storyteller as one who steeps himself in great literature since childhood, then
draws his performance material from the monumental works of fiction, non-fiction, and poetry. For
the former, he has the most renowned compendia of the last two dynasties at his disposal; and for
the latter, he accesses the work of the most famous name-brand poets and lyricists, who represent
the zenith of their respective genres.”” To the storyteller, the preface claims, these literary
monuments are his illustrious material. To us, keeping in mind the preface’s greater concern for
integrating genealogies of authority, we recognize them as appropriated “charter texts,” part of the
same sort of symbolic bait-and-switch that occurred in Zhang Yi’s Story of the Stone: culturally
recognized sources of literary authority appropriated mythologically as sources of performative
power. Further evidence of their appropriation appears in the text following this passage, in which
the narrator lists the 107 tale titles that form the core of the storyteller’s repertoire. These stories, as
far as scholars have tracked them, definitely do not belong to the literary canon touted above; they
are traditional tales, authorless and frequently without an “original” textual source, which exist in
multiformed clusters of editions across popular genres including drama, buaben, and prosimetrum.
Their appearance just after the narrator’s claim regarding literary sourcing is not self-contradictory; it
integrates the power of literary charter texts into the framework of oral tradition, legitimizing
narratives everyone would likely have known via the authority of texts and authors many might
claim to know without having read.

“The Beginnings of Storytelling” further describes the act of incorporating lyric (including

literary lyrics and poems) into performance, which further mirrors our case study in its flexibility and

215 The lyricists are Ouyang Xiu, Su Shi, Huang Tingjian, and Chen Shidao; the poets are, of course, Li Bai, Du Fu, Han
Yu, and Liu Zongyuan.
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free manipulation of context. The preface desctibes how the storyteller discusses (lun %, which we

might also translate as “appraise”) lyrics and speaks of ancient poems (shuo 3, the verb we know as

“to tell”) in performance, delivering his narratives with an eye to tradition, education, and accuracy:

“They know how to sing their lyrics, recite their poems, tell their stories, and pull off their jokes.

Their words, unfettered by error, elicit praise from gentlemen of quality B /33, &/F3F, 47

3, AR, FaEAE, EFE 2 #5777 Yet, while he may reference these items of lyrical

content to the image of one or several literary authorities, his performance remains a self-conscious
act of discourse that prioritizes communicative competence (sing — recite — tell — pull off), just as Zhang
Yi and her predecessors have done with original poems from Szoze.

We have already demonstrated how lyrical breaks introduced by certain meta-narrative
markers appear to invoke the rhetorical performance arena; scholars like Hanan and Berdahl have
both noted the focus on plot-relevant poems in eatly huaben as a connection to oral performance.””’
Yet, given the relationship between literary and traditional material described in The Drunken Man's
Talk and exemplified in the pingshu Stone, we can also look anew at a feature of the early huaben that
seems unabashedly literary in origin — that is, the “poem chain.” This term describes a series of
poems or ¢ lyrics, invariably attributed to famous authors and tenuously linked via theme or focus,
which appear at the beginning of the text with seemingly little context. Hanan described them as a
decorative feature that “flaunts its tenuousness” of connection; he read them as “the simplified

version of a literary came” in which “all the ingenuity lies in their choice and arraneement,” and he
yg g g >

216 Ibid., p. 9.

217 Here I refer to poems that occur within and relate directly to the development of the plot, with no attribution to an
external author. Examples include the poems in “The Wrongly-Mailed Letter,” the prologue story of Hong 2; the
exchanged lyrics in L7 Shishz; the additive poems in JSTY 19 The White Falcon, the exchanged lyrics of Dream at Qiantang,
and others.
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interpreted them as additions by literati editors like Hong Pian who wished to add literary acumen to
the huaben they printed.*®

Indeed, the poem-chains of Dream at Qiantang, Hong 3 The Three Towers of West Lake, Hong 8
The Three Demons of Luoyang, JSTY 8 The Jade Guanyin, and elsewhere appear in contexts so sparse and
logically distant from each other and from the story that they easily confuse a reader accustomed to
the independent coherence of a literary text; hence the popular belief that they are later additions.
Yet a closer look at their various presentations reveals significant evidence that they are presented as
rhetorical displays of stylized interpretation. Our first and most obvious example is the poem chain
in JSTY The Jade Guanyin, about which Hanan made the assessments quoted above. His succinct

summary on its form I will quote in full:

In this prologue, the first poem...is on the first month of spring, and the fact is pointed out in a
comment. But, we are told, it is not as good as another poem on the second month of spring, which...is
not as good as a poem on the third month.... This, in its turn, is not as good as a poem by Wang Anshi
about the east wind being the cause of spring’s departure. Then follows a statement by Su Shi that it is
not the east wind but the spring showers that cause spring to end. Another poet contradicts, and is
contradicted in turn, each adducing a reason for spring’s departure. At length an obscure poet...says it
is merely the passing of time, that the ninety days of spring are over. At this point...a simulated question
is put to the narrator: “Storyteller, why do you give us these lyrics on the departure of spring?” [...] The
[storyteller’s] words “spring would soon depart” constitute the sole connection between the poem chain
and the story itself.

Two things Hanan does not mention: First, most of the longest poem chains in the early huaben are
linked to stories about ghosts and demons, and indeed, one of the poets in the chain is the (possibly
mythical) Su Xiaoxiao, the literary courtesan who herself appears as a ghostly temptress to Sima You
in Dream at Qiantang. Second, the poets in the second half of the chain engage in theatrical
conversation with one another, offering their fairly simplistic objections in a pantomime of argument

that allows for straightforward control of narrative focus. To begin with, the narrator introduces

218 (Hanan, 1981), pp. 35-06.
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Wang Anshi’s poem with an appraisal that employs another widely ignored by central meta-narrative

marker, the term yuanla:

None of these three lyrics are as good as Wang Jinggong watching flower petals be blown to the ground

. . . Q
by the spring breeze; it turns out that (yuanlai /,?,EK)ZU

220
d.

spring’s departure is ushered out by the East

win

BEHFAMRT ZANEREMAA A BRT A, REEAFE, 2 REEEN,

Each poet who follows then “voices” their own objection to the poem-as-judgment just presented,
beginning with, “Su Dongpo says: It’s not the East wind that ushers out spring’s departure, it is the
spring rain that ushers out spring’s departure.” And the reply: “Qin Shaoyou says: It has nothing to
do with the wind, and nothing to do with the rain, it is the drifting willow catkins that carry spring
away,” and so forth down the line until Wang Yansou™' refutes all seven causes before “reciting” his
poem on the ninety days of spring. Hanan describes the poems as being linked incidentally or
obliquely via their mention of spring, and they each treat their vernal subjects differently and at
various degrees of metaphorical distance. Yet instead of focusing on their textual connection, I wish
to emphasize the fact and form of their appropriation. Scant framing text creates a flimsy fictional
context that at once centers both poem and famous poet while also aligning them on invented
dramatic and thematic premises. It is a powerfully self-conscious display of multi-registered
discourse.

Other poem chains exhibit different permutations of the same approach. GJXS 33 The Melon-
Seller teatures a poem chain that moves line-by-line through a poem about snow, associating each

line with one line of well-known poetry and one ¢ lyric, which is presented in full, ostensibly as a

219 In Chapter 4, I examine the formulaic significance of the term yuaniai as a device for introducing information
previously unknown to both characters and reader.
220 (Cheng, 2000), p. 185.

221 Courtesy name Yanlin Z £, Hanan’s “obscure poet,” still famous enough to get an entry in the Song History.
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way of “proving” through poetry that snow can resemble salt, willow catkins, and pear flowers. The
same process of appropriation and virtuousic re-presentation are clearly on display as the poem
chain moves topically from its focus on three metaphors from snow to three divine beings (like the
story’s protagonist), who are introduced via lyric before the topic is brought back to snow. Hong 8
The Three Demons of Luoyang introduces a spring setting via a poem by Zhang Yuan and a lyric by Su
Shi, then follows up with a passage that, once again, spotlights interpretation as a performative act

by teaching the appreciation of experience through special speech:

In the four seasons of the year, none can compete with spring for having the best scenery. The sun is
called “beautiful sun”; the breeze is called “soft breeze,” blowing through willow leaves, bursting flower
buds, caressing the fragrant dust. When the weather is warm it is called x#an; when it is cold it is called
liaogiao. The horse you ride is called a “prized steed,” the palanquin you ride is a “fragrant carriage.”

The road you walk is called a “fragrant path,” the dirt tossed up is called “fragrant dust.” The moment

: Ly 222
when grass sprouts new blades and flowers new stamens, is called “spring tidings.”

FE—FmE, FBEIAR, RIFFH. BFEX [ED . BB [FR], RHKR, &L,
BHB, REEFZ (08|, REAFZ [HM ). HOBERZL [FH]. LBEEZ [F
B ATHRFEZ THEL. TRAELE, BZX THRI. BFEEHE, LEFE, F
Z T&AZ L.

The poem chain then continues with another ¢ lyric. The self-conscious affect of the passage
becomes as striking as its content — an overtly formalized linguistic dance that translates a narrative
setting into another distinctive register while calling attention to itself as a figure to be appreciated.
For us as reader, taking that cue involves changing our interpretive frame to incorporate everything
within the picture. While Hanan’s reading of poem chains focuses on the extremely partial fragments
of textual information that link them (the “tenuous” textual connection), a mode of reading that
recognizes displays of communicative competence encourages us to absorb the entire text on its

own terms.

22 Thid,, p. 388.
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Conclusion

Uncovering the ways in which central texts from the early huaben corpus and before replicate
an oral-derived performance arena does not completely destabilize our understanding of “the
storyteller’s manner” as a framework for literary narrative; nor does it inevitably lead back to
indefensibly broad and essentially circular claims of oral provenance. It does, however, significant
differences within the vocabulary thought to form the “storyteller’s manner” generated by hitherto
unseen relationships between elements of that vocabulary and certain kinds of narrative content.
And as we add entries to that vocabulary, we note that it function in more than one way.

This realization, enabled by our discovery that certain elements of that vocabulary invoke the
conditions of a rhetorical performance arena, a phenomenon linked to oral performance context,
offers us a new pathway for reading texts like these that leads to new interpretations and, by
extension, new ideas concerning their function and creative environment. Foremost among these
ideas is the assertion is that texts which frustrate our default methods of critical reading are not
necessarily formative first steps on the road to something better; they simply utilize the print
medium to encourage an interpretive frame that is not immediately obvious to us. This corroborates
the common-sense assumption that human communities do not produce texts that are expressly
derivative or insufficient for their aesthetic task. To the extent that we can keep that in mind, and
subsequently piece together the rules by which these texts brought unique resources to bear, we can
move from reductive readings to holistic, enriched ones. This chapter begins that process by
highlighting acts of narrative framing that point to the presence of immanent tradition; the following
chapters will dive more deeply into narrative formulae that represent that tradition, their symbiotic

interactions with literary traditions, and the hybridized mode of reading they encourage.
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Uncovering the first signs of the presentational mode that would come to define the
storyteller’s manner in the Tripitaka of the Great Tang does more than extend its history beyond the
Yuan pinghua. The Tripitaka remains an under-studied and under-referenced text in Western
academia, largely because, despite its obvious proximity to popular and liturgical texts, no one knows
quite where it belongs. Very little has been said about it in English since readings by Dudbridge,
Idema, and Mair in the 70s and 80s, and only recently has Idema argued that it is similar enough to
the later entries of the Shijia rulai shidi xiuxing jz, a collection of ten formulaic tales of the Buddha’s
nine incarnations from the late Song or early Yuan, to justify a new conception of shibua (tales-with-
poems) as an independent genre.”” Yet our inquity into the use of the presentational mode and its
connection to traditional meaning in Tripitaka raises fundamental questions about that assertion
because the Xiuxing ji tales do not systematically employ fundamental techniques like the
presentational mode, and because their formulaic lexicon seems to constitute a “way of speaking”
the Tripitaka does not share.

Observations regarding the inconsistent invocation of a performance arena in the Xuanbhe
Era indicate that a broad reevaluation of the pinghua may be warranted, as prior assessments of their
orthography perhaps do not credit the influence of dramatic texts as fully as they should. Meanwhile,
the only study to focus on the fluctuating functions of their meta-narrative particles (Riftin’s 1975
monograph) does not take into account the potential influence of performance traditions and is not
available in English. Close reading of the Liangshan and Li Shishi subsections, which deploy the
presentational mode (including permutations of jzzz and the deictic particles) in much the same way
the eatly huaben do, reveals a stark stylistic difference with the rest of the Xwanhe Era text, which
more strongly suggests a creative aesthetic that has access to multiple narrative traditions than a

singular effort to craft a storyteller’s manner directly from literary sources. The Xuanhe Era creator or

223 (Idema, 2019), pp. 177-182.
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creators may not have wanted or been able to reproduce perfectly the receptive context of the culled
subsections — as we know from the appropriative style of the introduction — but they had their
hands in the material of the tradition.

Meanwhile, the huaben that can be dated to the publication of the Sixzy Stories and before
deploy central elements of the storyteller’s manner as part of a suite of strategies that imitate the
context of performance, especially its populated and participatory aspects, in a way that does not
require the “storyteller” to be instantiated as a character. This framework is capable not only of
guiding an initiated reader through multiple registers of reception (we have focused on only two:
presentational prose and adumbrative lyric), but also of recontextualizing material from commonly
recognized literary sources in a self-conscious “flaunting of tenuousness” that strongly resembles a
performer’s display of communicative competence. The power and flexibility of this oral-proximate
narrative frame should motivate us to describe these texts not as formative or transitional, as if they
were wobbly steps toward steadier ground, but as #ransmedial texts that hybridize techniques from

multiple discursive traditions.
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Chapter 3: Metonymic Formulae in the Dream of Qiantang and contemporary Beijing
pingshu
In his discussion of what he believes to be the eatliest huaben texts, Patrick Hanan notes that

many of the stories his stylistic criteria identify as oldest also exhibit relatively high densities of
formulaic language and narrative set pieces, which indicate the presence of a “common storehouse
of convention” probably detived from oral storytelling.”** Yet, he argues, the significance of that
hypothesis remains limited as long as no direct connection to oral storytelling can be proven; by
contrast, evidence of textual ancestry among early huaben is clearer and therefore more workable.
Moreover, he avers that The Chinese Short Story ““is not the place to begin a study of formulaic
language in early fiction,” primarily because the formulae he identifies are not impressive in number,

“and their main importance lies in showing that formulaic language was used by stories of different

95225

types

The pages below begin Hanan’s suggested project — a study of formulaic language in the
early vernacular stories — by indexing a handful of narrative formulae from Dream of Qiantang, a
prosimetric text from the late fifteenth century which Hanan cites as one of the earliest examples of
the huaben genre. We choose this text not only because it is the oldest extant text that is recognizably
of the huaben genre, but also because it seems to bridge two narrative worlds. On the one hand, it is
thick with the sort of conventional phrases found elsewhere in the huaben genre that seem to hint at
oral-traditional roots; on the other hand, its specific plot originates in the classical literary tradition
of fantastical anecdotes. One could hardly ask for a better example of interaction between oral-

derived and literary narrative spheres. We choose to focus on its formulaic lexemes (clearly defined

224 (Hanan, 1973a), p. 197. Importantly, Hanan rejects the idea that said oral traditions were professional in nature, and
supposes instead that they indicate a tradition of “casual oral storytelling,” a phenomenon which he does not define
clearly, perhaps because there is no period-specific historical evidence that could connect such a phenomenon to the
corpus of huaben texts. As my findings below will demonstrate, the narrative dynamics of the Dream at Qiantang provide

sufficient evidence to suggest that the text was influenced by a strongly tradition-oriented mode of oral performance.
225 Tbid., 198.
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units of language) because recent oral narrative studies demonstrate that oral and oral-derived

formulae®*

function as sites of unique semantic richness. Out of the text’s many formulaic phrases,
we select three that appear most commonly throughout huaben stories — a list of scholarly
accoutrements, a poem about wind, and a description of a woman about to speak — because they
provide the clearest and most numerous examples with which to build a comparative data set.

We begin by identifying textual markers that seem to invoke a “performance arena,” an
interpretive frame that imitates a context of performance via a genre-specific vocabulary. Having
done so, we read each formula alongside every other instance of its appearance throughout imperial
literature,” confirming conventionality in each case. Subsequently, we follow John Miles Foley’s
observation that oral and oral-derived formulae, when employed in a rhetorical “performance
arena,” take meaning from traditions that live outside of individual texts, and look outward from the
individual formula to the larger narrative structures of which it could be a part. We find that each of
our three formulae introduces larger narrative units, like themes and story-patterns, which also
operate conventionally within the stories of the huaben corpus. This suggests that our textual

228

formulae function as oral formulae do: by representing pars pro toto™ a character, theme, or story-

226 As noted in Chapter 1, I follow the current definition of formula that began with Milman Parry’s “a group of words
which is regularly employed under the same metrical conditions to express a given essential idea (Sénger of Tales p.4),” and
which J.M. Foley later updated to describe a conventionally determined lexeme (unit of language) which transmits
meaning via the enabling event of performance and the enabling referent of tradition. The lexeme can be of varying
sizes, from an epithet, idiom, or half-line of poetry all the way up to a theme or narrative pattern. It can also exist in
multiform, i.e., incorporating superficial differences according to narrative context, as long as its deep structure continues
to function the same way every time.

227 Significantly, these three formulae do not appear as conventional units of language beating conventional meaning
prior to the Yuan dynasty; they belong exclusively to imperial vernacular literatures in general, and in their strictest form,
to vernacular short fiction.

228 “One part for the whole,” describing the function of the metonym, a narrative device by which a unified whole is
represented by a single aspect, as the phrase “the crown” once represented the unified idea of the monarchy; this differs
from synecdoche, in which one thing represents a multitude of things, as one soldier might stand for an army. According to
John Miles Foley’s theory of immanent art (described in detail in Chapter 1), oral formulae invoke the entirety of a
traditional narrative subject — be it a character, theme, ot story-pattern — via a prescribed linguistic unit, which operates
like semantic shorthand in performance. Thus, epithets like “wing-footed Achilles” are far more than convenient fillers
for a metrical line; they invoke the complete hero all at once, even in scenes when he is seated.
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pattern that belongs to a tradition, not a single text, thereby inviting a reader familiar with said
tradition to summon its power to their reading.

A serious attempt to recreate that experience of reading by rebuilding the traditional
significance of our three formulae brings us to multiple fresh conclusions. First, it fundamentally
alters our interpretation of Dream of Qiantang and several other eatly huaben stories by reminding us of
traditional referents for characters and plot structures that a reading which took the individual text
as the primary referent might ignore. Second, it makes it easier for us to trace the literary
appropriation of oral-derived narrative conventions by highlighting the differences between their
metonymic uses (in which they represent the tradition more or less directly) and their wetaphorical uses
(in which their traditional power is borrowed to represent something textually specific). Third, it
indicates that the relationship between classical literary and vernacular fiction was not merely one of

229

heredity™, but also, potentially, of appropriation, as oral-proximate traditions of narrative-making
exerted proactive, transformative influence over tales — literary or not — that crossed into their
domain.

Finally, the chapter offers contemporary insight on the function and importance of oral
formulae in print by presenting evidence collected from observed performances of Beijing pingshu
storytelling, interviews with performers, and close reading of texts intimately connected to specific
performance contexts, like the recent book seties, Romance of the Three Kingdoms Pingshu.” Fieldwork

results demonstrate the persistent use of oral formulae as a central instrument for generating

performative power and invoking traditional structures of meaning (like characters, themes, and

229 T use the term “heredity” intentionally to highlight the sense of hierarchy inherent in the description of classical
Chinese texts as models or sources for vernacular adaptations. Such a relationship is argued for by Idema in (Idema,
1974) and Patrick Hanan in (Hanan, 1969), pp.190-200.

230 A five-volume series featuring per-chapter transctipts of pingshu performer Lian Liru’s four-year performance of
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, edited by her senior disciple, Liang Yan. Each chapter comes with a QR code that connects
the reader to the recorded live performance of that chapter via the Ximalaya streaming site. For thorough
documentation of this performance-oriented book series, see the next chapter of this dissertation.
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story-patterns) through that power. These analogic examples are presented as critical inspiration —
not as a historically definitive guide to reading ancient texts, but as an invitation to think flexibly
about them. They remind us, first, to assume that any performance-related text successfully fulfilled
the reader-specific purposes for which it was produced, and subsequently, that the presence of
formulaic language should move us to attempt modes of reading that recognize different systems of
referentiality. At the end of the chapter, we will examine two narrative formulae common to both
contemporary pingshu and the ancient buaben. Observations on their current usage in performance —
in particular, their integration with paralinguistic formulae like volume and cadence — helps us

identify the possible role of their written counterparts in modulating the rhetorical tenor of the text.

Interlude: The presence and power of the formula

As I note in Chapter 1, Sinologists have historically treated the identification of oral-derived
narrative structures in premodern Chinese vernacular literature as an analytical stopping point; this
may reflect an early understanding of the oral formula as a purely metrical device used for
maintaining compositional fluency and lacking real semantic substance.”' More recent studies have
challenged this position by recognizing the formula as a site of particular richness, a portal through
which members of the performing group re-experience a shared story. As a rhetorical figure in an
oral-proximate text, the oral formula still operates differently from do its more literary cousins;
likewise, formulae appropriated from oral-proximate milieux and assimilated into more literary
contexts also function differently. Those differences are useful to us as literary scholars, though they

may require a few examples to define clearly.

21 (Foley, 1995), p.3.
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The oral formula employed in an oral-proximate text does not function like the allusion so
commonly found in classical Chinese poetry and prose. Allusion generates rhetorical force by
turning the critical distance between text and paratext into a source of tension, often bringing them
immediately together, yet it also necessarily acknowledges their difference. While volumes have been
written about the myriad permutations of allusion in classical literature (such that a single example
here would seem crude), it remains generally true that the device relies on the contrast between an
immediate textual zow and a paratextual #hen, which exist in metaphorical relation to each other as
tightly related yet fundamentally distinct loci. Yet no such distance occurs between an oral formula
and its signification in its native narrative context: it derives power from unity, not similarity. The
formulae reincarnates the traditional form itself; it persists as part of whatever gestalt of traditional
significations surround that particular form.”* This holds true for formulae of various scopes and
referents, including those which invoke characters, events, or actions. For instance, when a
protagonist in Yugoslavian epic song from the Muslim tradition is said to have “jumped up from the
ground to his feet,” even when he was sitting on a wooden floor, or already standing up, we
understand his action to represent “an honorable response to an unexpected or threatening turn of
events that demands...immediate attention.” Similarly, while the pingshu performers I spoke with
all averred that the conventional phrase, “They ate when hungry and drank when thirsty, set off at

dawn and slept at night”** is primarily a mellifluous way of connecting two scenes in a performance,

22(Foley, 1991), passim but particulatly pp. 22-25.

233 Ibid., p.85. The superficial textual incongruity presented here — a character jumping “up from the ground to his feet”
despite having been seated on a wooden floor or already standing up — is itself a common characteristic of oral-derived
formulae in print, because the implied “reader” is still expected to rely on the immanent tradition, not the specific text,
as their referent. Thus, it wouldn’t matter to an initiated reader what the protagonist was sitting or, or whether they were
seated in the first place. In Ibid. 139-149, Foley considers the same to be true of Homeric epithets like “wing-footed
Achilles” and “Hector of the glancing helm,” which appeat in seemingly incongruous situations, such as when the
former is seated, or the latter lies beaten outside the walls of Troy, because the Iliadic hero is always the whole hero,
regardless of specific context. In the pages that follow, we will locate a few similar incongruencies generated by formulae
in eatly huaben texts which, once re-read for metonymy, reveal new interpretations of their stories.

B4 GULA B AR, RAEBEAT, habitually followed by, “after many days, they arrived at....”
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we note that main characters are always involved, and their eventual destination is usually both a
population center and, invariably, the theater of the story’s central conflict. The simple, well-known
formula “winged words (¢pea pteroenta)” from the Homeric epics not only references a host of
conventional significations regarding the speaker, the wisdom of his speech, and its narrative
consequences, but also exists within a web of traditional whole- and half-line structures for which no
single phrase is identifiable as a “core.”” Thus, the formula in oral and oral-detived narrative
operates within a complex of structures, from the sentence to the narrative arc, that summon each
other into one receptive space. While metaphorical structures like allusion align or overlay a textual
present with a paratextual past, catching the reader in tension between the two, the metonymic
formula reanimates the paratextual past as a present narrative moment.

Understanding the immediate, interconnected nature of the formula in an oral-derived text
allows us to better recognize both oral-traditional and literary influences on ancient texts. Once we
have indexed a formula within the body of texts in which it functions metonymically, we can identify
divergent usages in other texts in which the formulae is referenced, expanded, ironicized, or
otherwise transformed into metaphor. To offer one of a multitude of modern examples: in Signs That
Sign, the 2017 monograph introduced in Chapter 1, Heather Maring demonstrates how formulae
from the Old English tradition, such as the hero’s journey over the ocean, the “devouring the dead”
scene (also known as the “Beasts of Battle” formula), and the lord-retainer theme operate
metonymically in certain texts, and are appropriated and nuanced to serve literary and liturgical
expectations in other texts from roughly the same period.* She also notes significant instances in

which written texts of Latin origin are recreated to meet the standards of an oral-traditional English

235 (Foley, 1991), p.27. For a summary of scholarship on “winged words” and analysis of its relationship to oral tradition,
see Edwatds, Mark W. “Homer and Oral Tradition: Part I’ and “Part I1,” in Oral/ Tradition (1), 1986, 171-230, and (3),
11-60, respectively.

236 (Maring, 2018) passim, but particularly pp. 50-75, 71-92, 100-121.
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audience.”” This allows her to draw fresh conclusions regarding the capacity of ancient textual
creators to employ a “constellational” literary aesthetic that drew from contemporaneous literary,
oral, and liturgical traditions of narrative-making, as well as to problematize the assumption in
literary history “that ascribes ‘newness’ to literacy and ‘oldness’ to oral tradition.”*® Many other
studies have achieved similarly fresh perspectives on ancient texts via similar methods; most of these
are highlighted in the first chapter of this dissertation. In our present case, we will find that
following only a few obvious formulae from one of the oldest extant huaben stories takes us on a

journey through multiple stories in the corpus, and even as far as one of the “Four Great Novels” of

the Ming, The Water Margin.

The Dream at Qiantang, from anecdote to tale

The vernacular Dream at Qiantang appears in a 1498 printing of The Romance of the Western
Chamber (Xixiang ji) under the full title Dream at Qiantang in One Act by Bai Taisu of the Yuan. The title
page, first page, and end notes attribute it to the Yuan playwright Bai Pu (courtesy name Taisu, c.

1226 — 1306), whom Zhong Sicheng lists in Record of Ghosts as having written a play entitled Meeting

239

Su Xiaoxiao on a Moonlit Night in a Dream at Qiantang (Sn Xiaoxiao yueye giantang meng).”” Dream at

Qiantang is not a play script, though its parent collection contains several; though its text does shift

between different styles of lyric and prosaic address, it lacks the black-relief performative directions

23 <¢ 2 ¢

recite,” “narrate,” and so on) characteristic of dramatic libretti, and appears to limit itself to

(“sing,
a single, disembodied third-person narrator. The plot of Dream at Qiantang runs thus: the talented

Song-dynasty literatus Sima You travels to Hangzhou to take the exam. While in that storied

237 Thid., p.83.
238 Thid., p.8.
29 (Zhong, 1957), p.175.
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metropolis, he (or we, the generalized reader) take in its famous sights via a long string of ¢ lyrics
and two full-folio illustrations. After earning his licentiate’s degree, Sima You is sent to Qiantang on
his first assignment. While digging the foundation for a house there, he discovers a skeleton that had
been interred without ceremony; he exhumes the bones, places them in a casket, and re-inters them
according to ritual propriety. That night, as he is drinking with the moon, he is visited by the grateful
ghost of the courtesan Su Xiaoxiao. Impressed by his talent and thankful for his help, she offers to
sleep with him. He responds with righteous refusal, scolding her for being so forward with him
before they had even exchanged poems, and asking, “What kind of evil spirit are you? Why have you
come at midnight to bewitch a gentleman like me?” Humbled, she composes a lyric to the tune of
“Die lian hua,” then vanishes. The young scholar, now mourning the loss of her beauty, retreats to
his study, where he composes the second stanza of the song lyric, which ends the Dream at Qiantang
text.

Key elements of Dream at Qiantang appear as anecdotes in b/ miscellanea from as far back as
the Northern Song dynasty. Hanan suggests that the connections between them and the vernacular
Dream are too tenuous to justify their definition as sourees; seeking to complicate that observation
even further, this paper will describe them as counterparts. The first, titled “Sima Caizhong
Encounters Su Xiao,” can be found in the seventh chapter of the Northern Song-era miscellany

News from Spring Islets (Chun zhu jiwen). As it is short and comprehensive, I will present it in full:

Earlier, when Sima Caizhong was in Luoyang, he fell asleep during the day and dreamed of a beautiful
young girl who raised the curtain and sang: “I once lived beside the Qiantang River. Blossoms opened
and withered; I thought nothing of the years passing. Swallows carried off the color of spring; how
many times did Yellow Plum Rains fall past my window?”” Caizhong was enchanted by the lyric and
asked the tune title. She said it was “Golden Threads.” She also said they would meet again on the
waters of the Qiantang River. Later, Caizhong was recommended for a position by Su Dongpo, and
was appointed as staff officer in Qiantang. Behind his living quarters was the tomb of Su Xiao of the
Tang. At the time, Qin Shaozhang was commandant of Qiantang. He matched her lyric with: “A
rhinoceros horn comb stuck aslant in her hair, like poking half-out of clouds. Holding lightly to
sandalwood clappers, she sings all of ‘Golden Threads.” Dream cuts short the hued clouds, and she
cannot be found; as night chills, a bright moon rises from spring matshes.” Before the year was out,
Caizhong fell ill. One day, his pleasure boat moored on the bank of the river. The boatman saw
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Caizhong lead a beautiful woman on board, and he [the boatman| came forward to greet them.
Moments later, fite broke out in the stern. The boatman ran away in desperation and reported it.

Caizhong’s family were already weeping grievously.24()

S ETIMAELET, BB, $— (42 maia: [EFALEI LA, RELE, RERLF
o RTHMALE, EEAREHER, | FMHERLF, BABL, 2 <xdiy, Ay
BAMANEIELIL, BRAMARBEALE, BHRPE, RAHBERE, LReK, &
BRINEAER. WAV TASBER, ABLAGS: [FH4EERT Fok, EWREH, 9K <F
Y, PEIHTEIR, RORVUAAERE. | TWSFmA TR, PRI RKERATE,
LR —BARS, A, W KERAE, RiEAR, RTWEL.

We note several key differences in the classical tale: Sima You’s lack of suspicion on meeting Su
Xiao; the extended plot line that includes his sickness and ends with the fateful tryst on the boat; the
intercessory presence of both Qin Guan and the boatman. A much more elaborate telling of the
story appears in another Northern Song work, the Yunzhai guanglu (Comprehensive Record from the
Cloud Studio), preface dated 1111.**' That telling, entitled Qzantang yimeng (The Marvelous Dream of
Qiantang), follows the same narrative progression yet expands the affective dimensions of its
characters. It adds laudatory details of Sima You’s talent and virtue, transforms his relationship to Su
Xiao into a nightly tryst, adds an exchange of poems, and weaves her prophecy of their final meeting
into the story as an ominous riddle. It also enriches the characters of Qin Guan and the boatman.
Feng Menglong included the Chun zhu jiwen version in Qing shi (A History of Attachment), adding
content mentioned in Yunzghai gnanglu, as well as in Zhang Lei’s Keshan ji and Tian Rucheng’s Xibu

242

youlan 2hi yu (Appendix to Travels around West Lake).”" Feng’s final version includes central plot
details from both early texts (two meetings, Qin Guan’s interpretation of the dream, the tryst and

subsequent sickness, the oarsman’s witnessing of the disaster) presented in a clear chronological

sequence with minor instances of translation or expansion for clarity’s sake (as when the archaic

240 China: Ming Chongzhen (1628-44), fascicle 7, pp. 1-3.
241 See Li, Xianmin. Yun ghai guang /n. Shanghai: Zhongyang shudian, 1936, pp. 53-55.
242 (Tian, 1987), fascicle 16, p. 35.
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term 7K # becomes # #£).”” The common element to all of the classical entries (including the

most fragmentary anecdote in Travels Around West Lake) is Su’s lyric, which seems to have achieved a
certain renown by at least the 11" century CE.

Those familiar with the classical tales of wandering men of talent and ghostly trysts will
recognize themes conventional to that literary genre that are central to the Chun ghu jiwen text cluster
and largely absent from the vernacular Drean. The Sima You of the classical story cluster is a
talented and ambitious but romantically driven young man who meets a female spirit in a dangerous
liminal space — in this case, a dream. The spirit sexually enthralls him, then drains away his vital yang
energy over an extended period of time before leading him to his doom in another dangerous liminal
space, namely, the famously unstable waters of the Qiantang River. All of these elements, perhaps
even including the presence of Qin Guan as a commentarial (not intercessional) figure, replicate
genre conventions that Sarah Allen identifies in her landmark study of Tang-era classical fiction.** In
the paragraphs that follow, I will argue that the thematic disparities we find in the vernacular Dream
indicate a creative appropriation of the story by a narrative tradition that expresses a unique set of

values through a linguistic framework that replicates the communicative context of performance.

Invoking Performance and Tradition in Dream at Qiantang

Our goal is not to speculate about the historical provenance and use of the Dream text, as Lu

Xun and his contemporaries did regarding the corpus of huaben stories in general. We cannot know

if it was the material result of performance, a companion to it, or a tool to enable it (although the

24 See entry titled “Sima You” in (Feng, 1662), fascicle 9, p. 1. See also Feng, Menglong. Qing shi. Shenyang: Chunfeng
wenyi chubanshe, 1986, pp. 226.
244 (Allen, 2014), pp. 119-164.
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practice of re-vocalizing texts for performance, amply evidenced by the Shanghai ¢bua and other
texts, is significant and should not remain overlooked). We recognize the documentary nature of the
evidence as a thing to be read; our concern involves the communicative tradition(s) it incorporates —
which, of course, may refigure the limits we habitually set on the practice of reading. When we index
the many characteristics of Drean which complicate an independent, fully textual reading of it and
compare those characteristics across the huaben corpus, we notice common structures and lexical
formulae which indicate — among other things — metonymic connections to sources of meaning
greater than any of the individual texts themselves.

We begin by noting the degree to which the vernacular text appears to invoke a performance
arena of the sort which we introduced in Chapter 1 and discussed further in relation to Hanan’s
conception of “simulated context” in huaben and proximate corpora of vernacular literature.
Described by Hanan as the earliest example of the huaben genre, the Qiantang meng employs many of
the typographical and linguistic features which we have identified as likely keys to a performance-
oriented reading. The story proper opens with a five-character juegiu poem, which is presented on the
page in centered couplets. Subsequent lyrical “shifts”** caused by poems ate presented in the same
fashion, while ¢ lyrics are presented in-line with the prose narrative with no differentiating markers,
suggesting that the rules for reading ¢ within or against narrative prose were familiar enough to

readers that they did not need to be instantiated by the text.**

24 Quotation marks recognize the scholarly significance of this term as it relates to oral performance: Mark Bender
describes “shifting” as a practice in which “storytellers change from one sort of genre, style, register, mode, means or
communicative channel to another” during performance in order to maximize the rhetorical power of the narrative as
well as to sustain audience attention. See “Shifting and Performance in Suzhou Chantefable,” chapter in (Bordahl, 1999).
246 The argument implicit in this observation — namely, that typesetting and other orthographical conventions reflect
rules by which readers were expected to interpret the text — comes from (O’Brien O’Keeffe, 1990), in which the author
argues that the typographical habits of texts like the Andreas suggest a rhetorical inheritance strongly influenced by oral
natrative dynamics. One of many examples she highlights is the utter lack of both spacing and punctuation in the one of
the earliest transcriptions of Old English (marginalia recording the original versions of Bede’s Latin translations), which
suggests the guidelines for forming words based on the written signs were entirely oral.
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Meanwhile, linguistic features that invoke a personified narrator (which could be played by a
vocalizing reader) who guides the reader in a mutual experience of the story appear with noticeable
frequency. Apart from the initial hua shuo (“so the story goes”) that begins the prose narrative, poetic
shifts are invariably introduced with you shi wei 2heng (“just like the poem says”) and followed by
evaluative statements about the phenomena just described that reinforce narrative authority and,
therefore, the sense of a performance arena. The deictic “that” (7a) is also appended consistently to
the two main characters (#hat scholar, #hat girl), to emphasize the act of imaginatively /oking at them,
while several striking plot changes are introduced with the expected 247 jian and zhi tingde, which
invoke feelings of collective experience by exerting maximal control over the reader’s mind’s eye.
All the above features, discussed in detail in Chapters 2 and 4, support the conjecture that the
vernacular Qiantang meng text creates a reading environment that imitates to some degree the
receptive context of performance.

Within that reading environment (and as an active part of it), we also find a cluster of lexical
integers of varying lengths that immediately stand out to inveterate readers of huaben for their
conventionality. This paper will look at a sample of these integers, including a four-character idiom
describing the accoutrements of a talented protagonist, a couplet describing arduous but worthwhile
travel, another dyadic phrase that suggests a woman is about to utter alluring words, and a poem
about a wind that heralds a ghostly visitation. In each case, we find that these conventional phrases
do more than describe a specific object or event; they flag (and often introduce) broader
conventional structures of theme and story-pattern in an automatic manner that suggests a
connection to an immanent tradition. Subsequently, comparing the narrative development of the
Dream of Qiantang to its older, literary counterparts with those formulaic integers in mind

demonstrates the extent to which a dynamic and distinct tradition of narrative-making — one which
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replicates certain conditions of oral narrative performance — dominates the vernacular Dream of

Qiantang text.

Accoutrements as Epithet: The “Scholar’s Kit”

The main narrative of Dream of Qiantang begins, as many vernacular stories do, with the
protagonist, whom the narrator immediately identifies as a talented young man who attended the

civil service exam just after coming of age. The text runs thus:

[Sima Caizhong] held five carts-full of memorized books in his gut, and a thousand years of history in
his breast. That licentiate lived on the Qiantang River. [Desiring/planning] to visit the glotious capital,
he therefore picked up his ¢z, sword, and trunk of books, and set off on the road to Hangzhou. He
spent many days on the road, eating when hungry, drinking when thirsty, stopping at night, and setting
out at dawn.

(G544 MFRRZEEE MRERTFET L RAEAERBLE BLLE. £
R ER BIGLAERM. £HFILE—B . SUEBKR, BRAERT.

While this short passage contains at least three interesting conventional expressions, let us start with
the one that includes his luggage — gin jian shuxiang, ““qin, sword, and trunk of books.” This four-
character phrase is one that readers of vernacular short fiction will be familiar with; it appears five
times in Hong Pian’s Sixzy Stories and seven times in Feng Menglong’s Three Words trilogy, including
in three concurrent texts, for a total of nine unique appearances in those two collections. The
conventionalized phrase foregrounds the (already quite clear) symbolic connections between the
items and their owner — love of civilized music, martial prowess and command of military strategy,
and a scholarly commitment to the Confucian classics and histories. Reading them as material items,
we might reasonably expect them to be the accoutrements of any talented, wealthy young scion

(¢caizi) of imperial-era romantic literature. Yet the relationship cannot be so simple, since most huaben
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tales of wealthy, talented, or even sympathetic young men make no mention of gin jian shuxiang. This
would suggest that the appearance of the phrase is tied to a specific character profile — and,
potentially, to a broader narrative typology.

The “scholar’s kit” lexeme appears in a handful of well-known za@j# plays from the Yuan
dynasty (1271-1368 CE)*" which represent the eatliest appearances of this particular lexeme that I
have found so far, as their original texts are likely to have predated the huaben stoties. It also appears
in several important dramas from the early and middle Ming dynasty.**® In every dramatic case, the
lexeme appears in a nearly identical context — the prelude to the hero’s departure for the capital in
order to take the exams — and serves an identical function, namely, to invoke the scholar-official’s
ideal future of “achievement and fame (gongming).” In the majority of cases, the prelude involves an
audience with the young protagonist’s parents, who either entreat him to set out or endorse his own
request to do so, then order the young man or a servant to fetch his gz, sword, and box of books.
And in every case, the young man who leaves this emotionally charged but auspicious scene runs
into severe romantic and political challenges, which he will eventually vanquish on his way to
achieving gongming and marital bliss.

Reviewing the huaben corpus, we find that the “scholar’s kit” appears in two thematically
distinct but (as we will prove) not dissimilar groups of stories. The first group matches the dramatic
examples almost to a tee: they feature a young licentiate and the trials he endures on the road to
examination success and attendant fortune.**” The licentiate, upon hearing that the civil service

exams are opening, shoulders his scholar’s kit and sets out for the capital. On the way, he embroils

247 These include Mother Chen Teaches Her Son < BR%:2-F» (Guan Hanqging), The Eastern Wall < R#53¢> (Bai Pu), Li
Taibai is Demoted < 2= K & B2 R BR»  (unknown), Scholar Zhang Boils the Ocean <3k % & #» (Li Haogu), Lightning
Strikes the Jianfu Temple Stele ¥ FH H B 434> (Ma Zhiyuan).

248 The Jade Hairpin < E538» (Gao Lian), The Hidden Incense < &3» (Lu Cai), The Embroidered Vest <&4& 30>

(Xu Sen).
249 See GJXS 11, JSTY 6 (both prologue and story), GJXS 23, and GJXS 34/Hong 27 (concurrent texts).
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himself in troubles born of his own hubris or excessive desire, which ruin him or put him in danger
of ruination. After a period of humiliation and remaking, his innate talent, which is fated to come
out, brings him in contact with a powerful authority figure who offers him a chance at redemption,
at which point he tries again and succeeds in passing the imperial examinations and marrying the
beautiful love interest (if there is one). The characters Zhao Bosheng and Yu Liang, the respective
protagonists of the closely linked Three Words stories G]XS 11 Zhao Bosheng Meets Renzong in a Tea
House and JSTY 6 Yu Zhongin Writes a Poenr and Meets the Emperor’s Father, exemplify this pattern fairly
clearly. Zhao Bosheng is a young and brilliant licentiate from Chengdu who, upon learning that the
Song emperor Renzong has opened examinations for the Department of State Affairs, picks up his
scholar’s kit and travels to Bianliang to sit for the test; he is so confident that, the night before the
exam, he scrawls a self-laudatory poem on the inn wall. His examination essays are so well-written,
they make it to Renzong himself, but the wise emperor brings him up on a variant writing of one
character, for which Zhao reveals his own brashness in his response. Zhao is sent away with
nothing, and his despair and ill luck drive him to poverty. Later, Renzong receives a dream omen
that he will find a great talent among the common people. Disguising himself, he visits a teahouse in
the capital, where he drops his fan out of the top-floor window; when Zhao retrieves it, and the
plainclothes emperor hears his poetry, he is convinced that Zhao now possesses the gravitas
necessary for officialdom and appoints him to high rank. The plot of “Yu Zhongju” follows much
the same arc, except that the protagonist Yu Liang’s hubris is expressed via a self-destructive descent
into alcoholism after failing the exams, and it is through the Song emperor’s father (who encounters
Yu Liang’s patriotic poetry on an alehouse wall shortly after the characters for Yu’s name are

revealed to him in a dream riddle) who leads Yu Liang to the success he was fated to achieve. >’

U With respect to these two stories in particular, two intertextual relationships are worth remarking, namely, the stories’

similarities to each other, and to the well-known tale of Sima Xiangru, the most renowned scholar to have come from
Chengdu, as well as the subject of multiple buaben stoties, including the prologue to Zhao Bosheng.
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The second group of stories all follow a recent examination graduate who is sent out to his
first posting in a faraway (and therefore uncivilized and dangerous) part of the empire. Either while
at his post or on the journey there, he finds himself under the influence of a powerful non-human
entity, which presents itself as either a violent adversary or an intellectual challenger. In all cases, the
young official eventually emerges victorious from the conflict, and is rewarded with high rank and
position somewhere closer to the metropolis. The tale Hong 12 Chen Xin Loses His Wife on Plum
Ridge”! and its protagonist, Chen Xin, exemplify this story- and character-type. Chen Xin (appellate
Congshan) is a compassionate, competent young graduate who, having been assigned to a town
deep in the wilds of Guangdong province, decides to make the journey with his wife. A Daoist
immortal, who knows that Chen Xin is destined for greatness but his wife must pass through
torment, sends an apprentice deity in the guise of a serving boy to protect the couple on their
journey. The apprentice’s poor impersonation of a human lead to his unwise dismissal when Chen
and his wife let frustration overcome their judgment, and it is immediately after that dismissal that
Chen’s wife is kidnapped by the White Ape, a powerful and lecherous demon that steals women to
fill his mountain harem. Chen’s first attempt to kill the spirit, in which he is aided by a Buddhist
abbot, is foiled by Chen’s own overconfidence, but his bravery and good governance, as well as his
wife’s adherence to Confucian fidelity, preserve them until the Daoist master Purple Sun (whom
Chen met at the story’s beginning) returns to vanquish the demon and restore the couple. Chen and
his wife then return to the capital so that Chen can take the next step of a high-flying official career.

Similar narrative patterns unfold in stories of other young officials who take up the scholar’s
kit on their way to their first post. In Hong 26 Xiao Shen Demotes Ba Wang at Zhachuan, a story from
the second half of the Leaning on the Pillow sub-collection (an internally coherent group of ten texts at

the end of Sixty Stories), the young Xiao Shen engages in and wins a battle of wits against the

251 GJXS 20/Hong 12 (concurtent text).
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murderous spirit of Xiang Yu, whom a previous official had overindulged with lavish sacrifices. The
stories before and after “Xiao Shen” in the same collection, Yao Bian Mourns Zhuge Liang at Kui Pass
and Li Yuan Saves the Red Snafke, also feature young, talented scions who find themselves in a
situation during a long journey in which grave danger is directly implied (though it might not seem
so to readers standing at our immense distance). Although the young Yao Bian’s first notable act at
Kui Pass is to write a beautiful memorial of Zhuge Liang, it is his scornful joke about the Eight
Trigrams stone formation being “nothing more than a pile of random rocks” that triggers his
audience with the great general, who tests him on his knowledge of history, and only rewards him
after he has passed. Similarly, although Li Yuan’s simple rescue of the red snake might seem like his
most consequential action, his extended and quietly fraught audience with the Dragon King of the
Western Sea, who is as prickly about decorum as he is wealthy, as well as Li Yuan’s accidental
request for the king’s daughter pose much more serious bodily risk to Li himself, and should
therefore be understood as the story’s central conflict.

Although the licentiate and the young official story-types evince certain differences, such as
movement toward the metropolis versus going away from it, or confrontation with an unmerciful
institution versus battling a spectral adversary, we can also see quite plainly that they are all tales of
gongming, that particular ideal of achievement and fame that is only accessible to the Confucian
scholar-official. The invocation of the scholar’s kit in both groups of stories suggests that the
definition of gongming they present is dipartite; the first group’s focus on passing the examinations
and the second group’s focus on successful governance after achieving official rank represent two
halves of a single concept. This is further evidenced by texts such as Dream of Qiantang, Li Yuan Saves
the Red Snake, and Famous Courtesans Monrn Lin the Seventh, which combine tropes from the two

groups — Sima Caizhong both passes the examinations and proves himself a moral official, Li Yuan
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journeys into the interior before passing the civil service exam, Li Yuan moves from the metropolis
to another major city (though one best known for its demimonde) to take an official post, and so on.

Reviewing the examples above uncovers a conventional cluster of meanings that accompany
the “scholar’s kit” lexeme whenever it appears: every character to whom it attaches is the
protagonist of a recognizable story-type in which a young man of talent (be he licentiate or palace
graduate) sets off on an arduous journey to face a challenge that will make his official career. That
challenge will place him in significant peril, yet he will eventually emerge victorious. The lexeme’s
designation of a certain profile to the protagonist also appears exclusive: though huaben stories of the
Ming dynasty include plenty of martial heroes, religious crusaders, weak men of talent and righteous
paupers, none but the well-starred men of literary talent described above ever pick up a scholar’s kit.
Noting further how the lexeme attaches to the protagonist without any kind of supporting
informational context, indicating that superficial logic (Can the boy even use the sword or play the
gin? How many books?) is not of primary concern, we posit a conventional connection between this
particular cluster of meanings and the four-character phrase that seems invariably to introduce them.
Specifically, the lexeme is operating the way an oral formula would, as shorthand for a structure of
meaning much greater than — and therefore located outside of — its very limited lexical boundary.
Just as a trained participant in Yugoslavian oral epic would know upon hearing that a hero “jumped
up from the ground to his feet” the series of events that would soon unfold, a reader trained to
recognize metonymic signals in this group of huaben would recognize the “scholar’s kit” as the herald
of a certain traditional character and plot structure. By piecing those structures back together via our
indexing of formulae like this one, we open up pathways for accessing reserves of meaning that
reach much further than the denotative boundary of the phrase itself.

This point is perhaps best proven by examining texts that appear to present superficial

exceptions to the patterns described above. Two pairs of concordant texts in particular stand out.
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The first pair are Scholar Zhang and the Colorful Phoenix Lamp and Zhang Shunmei Gets a Beautiful Woman
on the Lantern Festival, the former was published in the mid-Ming anthology Four Tales from Bear and
Dragon Peak, and the latter by Feng Menglong in S7ories Old and New. The degree of concordance is
high enough that we may be sure they share an ancestral relationship either to each other (“Zhang
Shunmei” copied from “Scholar Zhang”) or to a third text. The tale is one of romance and exile:
The talented and ambitious Zhang Shunmei encounters a beautiful young woman named Suxiang at
an imperially-funded exhibition on the night of the Lantern Festival, who notices him and drops her
scarf; he finds her residence and initiates a poem exchange that culminates in a secret tryst while her
parents are gone. They plan to elope, but her feet won’t carry her to the city gates to meet him in
time, and she gets lost, eventually wandering most of the way from Hangzhou to Zhenjiang before
finding her way to a nunnery that takes her in. Zhang, thinking she has been kidnapped, first falls
violently ill, but recovers in time to prepare for the civil service examinations. After passing the
provincial exam, he picks up his scholar’s kit and travels to the capital for the palace examination,
but storm winds force his boat to moor. As he is waiting for the storm to abate, he discovers
Suxiang at the nunnery. Reunited, the two travel to the capital, where he passes the exam with flying
colors, and they return home to their parents as a successful couple. The exception here involves
narrative sequence; unlike the other stories, in which the protagonist picks up his scholar’s kit at the
very outset of the tale, before he has undergone tribulation, Zhang Shunmei only takes up his gin jian
shuxciang after his major romantic crisis has been overcome. On its face, this would appear to differ
from the story-pattern connected to the scholar’s kit as I have described it thus far.

Another complicated divergence appears in Hong 1 Lin Qiging Drinks and Composes Poetry at
Admiring-the-River Pavilion, and Feng Menglong’s heavily revised version, GJXS 12 Famous Conrtesans
Mourn Liu the Seventh. Feng’s version is longer, more detailed, and more digressive than “Liu Qiqing,”

but the two still share enough concordant text to demonstrate a relationship, especially in the pages
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leading up to the first text’s climactic event. Both texts describe the historical protagonist Liu Yong
as an ultra-talented rake who is too buoyed by his own brilliance to bother trying for a career in
government. Only when the emperor confers an office upon him to ensure his talent isn’t wasted
does the young poet pick up his scholar’s kit and set off to assume a plum post in the pleasure
capital of Hangzhou. There, he builds an elegant pavilion for hosting parties full of wine, courtesans,
and poettry, for which he becomes immediately famous. At one such party, he meets a beautiful
courtesan named Zhou Yuexian, who — much to his surprise — refuses Liu’s sexual advances. Liu
learns that she maintains an exclusive relationship with a young man surnamed Huang, whose estate
she visits every night by ferry. Here the two texts diverge sharply: In the Sixzy Stories text, Liu Yong
pays the ferryman to rape Yuexian in the boat, then publicly humiliates her by inviting the ferryman
to her next performance, at which point she yields to his power and becomes his concubine. In the
Stories Old and New version, Liu Yong’s role transforms from predator to protector: Zhou Yuexian

admits to him her love for Huang, now a young licentiate too poor to buy out her indenture.

Meanwhile, another rich landowner surnamed Liu (but /] instead of Liu Yong’s #J) connives to

have her raped on the ferry; Liu Yong’s second party — the scene of Yuexian’s humiliation —
becomes the villain’s undoing, after which Liu Yong pays Yuexian’s indenture himself and arranges
her marriage to Huang. This display of magnanimity, moral rectitude, and sexual restraint provides
an oblique contrast to Liu Yong’s Casanova-like bravado in the anecdotes of his pleasure-quarter
conquests that precede this central episode, while the Liu Yong of the Sixzy Stories text is presented
as a Lothario from beginning to end.

Do the chronological differences in the Zhang Shunmei story and the versions of Liu Yong’s
character in “Liu Qiqing” and “Liu the Seventh” confound our identification of the scholar’s kit as a

metonymic formula? I think not, in either case; instead, the appearance of the scholar’s kit invites us
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to consider aspects of those stories and their reception which might otherwise seem unimportant. In
the Zhang Shunmei texts, we notice that the scholar’s kit appears not at the outset of the story, but
at the outset of Zhang Shunmei’s rise to official fame following his romantic crisis: immediately after
his relationship to Suxiang is sanctioned, he picks up his scholat’s kit, travels to the capital, and
passes the examination. Taking a narrow view of that timeline might prompt us to focus entirely on
the conventional sequence of a protagonist picking up his scholar’s kit on the way to the
examination field, but its import is much greater when we consider what the story looked like up
until that point. The romantic arc of the tale shares many similarities with Auaben stories of disaster:
the encounter during the Lantern Festival celebration, the impulsive betrayal of Confucian chastity
and ritual, Zhang Shunmei’s lovesickness, his abandonment of Suxiang, and even the nunnery as a
scene of romantic (re)union are strongly associated with cautionary tales of unchecked lust. Yet the
scholar’s kit, when it appears, asserts thematic dominance over the whole story, making it
immediately clear that Zhang Shunmei is neither a selfish betrayer (fu xin lang) nor a lecher, but an
heroic figure of a very recognizable type. We may argue therefore that the scholar’s kit still exerts
metonymic force in these concordant instances, as its appearance re-orients the story all the way
through its conventional completion (Shunmei passes with high marks and goes on to build an
illustrious career and a large family).

The case of “Liu Qiqing” and “Liu the Seventh” is perhaps more nuanced, because the latter
text (found in Feng Menglong’s Stries Old and New) appears to rectify what Feng himself considered
to be the immoral message of the former, and that message may itself seem hard for us to square
with the heroic conventions associated with the scholar’s kit. Yet, although I believe it premature to

describe “Liu the Seventh” (which transforms Liu Yong into someone apparently more worthy of a
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qin jian shuxiang) as the product of Feng Menglong’s authorial intervention,”” we can contend that
the seemingly contradictory presence of the scholat’s kit in the uncomfortable “Liu Qiqing” actually
invites us to consider the influence of an oral-derived, immanent tradition, which often presents
itself in a way that confounds purely textual reading. For instance, if we restrict ourselves to a
comparison of the two concordant texts before us, we might easily conclude that Feng’s “Liu the
Seventh” really does rehabilitate the Liu Yong character out of a morally questionable situation,
given its emphasis on Liu’s impassioned nature as poet and romantic and its transformation of his
role in the story of Yuexian. Yet when we consider the possibility that the scholar’s kit lexeme still
operates metonymically in “Liu Qiqing,” other details from that text show their importance in a way

that suggests other interpretations. One shared line from both texts, which tells us that after Liu

Yong takes up his official position in Hangzhou “he truly was an honest and just official (3% 49 % &

7 iE),” seems to acquire more interpretive urgency. How could a transparent and just governor,

bearing the earmarks of a heroic man of talent, commit such a heinous act?

We might answer this question by re-examining the Yuexian plot with an eye to narrative
lacunae that might suggest the influence of an immanent tradition. Differences in individual and
relational identity between the points of the Liu-Yuexian-Huang love triangle immediately stand out.
In “Liu Qiqing,” Huang is a yuamwai, meaning he is either a landowning local squire or the son of
one, and obviously a man of considerable enough means that he can afford to ferry a famous

courtesan across the river every night. Of his relationship to Yuexian we know only that they “were

252 While Hanan argues that Feng rewrote “Liu Qiqing”” wholesale in an attempt to reclaim the reputation of an
intellectual he (Feng) admired and whose life story resonated with his own, obvious stylistic differences exist between the
section of “Liu Qiqing” which concords with “Liu the Seventh” and the unique stories before and after. Not only do the
sentences get noticeably shorter and more declarative, but the characters in that section are frequently identified with the
deictic #a (as in, “that Liu Qiqing, #hat singing girl”), which does not appear anywhere in the unique material. This clear
stylistic shift mid-story leads me to suspect that the more positive story of Liu and Zhou Yuexian in “Liu Qiging” also
predates Feng’s editorial intervention.
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very intimate (gzngmi shen hao)” and the relationship dynamic enabled or coerced Yuexian to refuse
the advances of a top local official. In “Liu Seventh,” Huang and Yuexian are sympathetic characters
— a poor licentiate and a faithful courtesan in a romantic relationship — who are both clearly
subordinate to Liu Yong in terms of power, and gratefully reliant on his magnanimity. While “Liu
Qiqing” provides no detail regarding the power dynamic other than what has been noted above,
Huang the yuamwai is neither obviously sympathetic nor subordinate to Liu Yong. While he and
Yuexian are identified as lovers, their passion is not marked by the language of a romantic code. Yet
the character of the despotic local landholder is an extremely common one in the vernacular
literature of this dynasty; in particular, we notice that whereas Feng’s “Liu the Seventh” changes
Huang from yuammwai into xincai, it also supplies a new antagonist in the form of another yuanwai. The
Yuexian character, meanwhile, may not be the same straightforward vector of pity in “Liu Qiqing”
that it is in “Liu the Seventh.” Putting aside our judgment as contemporary readers, we observe that
while Liu Yong is the architect of her rape in the earlier text, his conquest of her is also presented as
a correction when she, finally overcome, apologizes for her delusion and failure to appreciate Liu
Yong’s worth. Somewhat like the ghost of Su Xiaoxiao in Dream at Qiantang, Yuexian is defeated and
thereby liberated (as opposed to protected and vindicated) by a literary man of talent who has been
marked as the protagonist.

Thus, in the “Liu Qiqing” instance, narrative formulae like the scholar’s kit point us toward
apparent gaps in the text to suggest the presence of an extratextual index of meaning that would
have been supplied by an initiated reader. While taking the “empty spaces” of Huang and Yuexian’s
respective identities and relationship at textual face value centralizes Liu Yong and magnifies the
enormity of his actions to a degree that may seem contradictory or confusing, following narrative
formulae and reading for immanent art highlights those empty spaces as points of rich narrative

presence, enriching the story without violating textual evidence, while fully enfranchising its
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author(s) and readers as aesthetic agents. Huang is more than a shadow with a name; he’s a powerful
antagonist with whose traditional aspects an initiated reader would have been intimately familiar.
Yuexian is not a completely two-dimensional figure compared to the more romantic version of her
in “Liu the Seventh,” but a substantive character who experiences a transformation (albeit an
unconscionable one) at the hands of an intervening protagonist. Liu Yong, meanwhile, is a scholar’s
kit hero not unlike Sima Caizhong, venturing into the demimonde and defeating adversaries with the
power of his erudition, as the scholars of the second group of stories described above all do. The
scholar’s kit formula, deployed metonymically in “Liu Qiqing” as it is the other examples, clearly

indicates that the Liu Yong character is part of that story-pattern.

Further Intercourse with Spirits: The “Spectral Wind”

Sima Caizhong’s rendezvous with the ghost of Su Xiaoxiao in Dream at Qiantang is an act of
summoning. With “a tankard of ale in hand and his sword at his side, he played the g7z and intoned a
poem,” an act which raises two gusts of a mighty wind that heralds her arrival. The narrator
describes the initial gust of wind via a standalone quatrain that will be familiar to all readers of Ming

vernacular fiction. It runs thus:

Without form or shadow, it pierces the breast.
Rising from the four quarters, it blows everything ztway.ZS3
Touching the ground, it carries off the yellow leaves;

Entering mountains, it hustles out white clouds.

A A BN, wREREDH .
ERREIS & ENPNIE L 7

253 Other textual sources feature “In all four seasons it blows everything away,” v Z=#6 2R & # B, “The peach

blossoms of the second month are blown away” = A #ti&4% 2k B (JSTY 14), or variations theteof.
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This quatrain, which appears with minor variations in a small group of thematically linked
huaben stories, operates formulaically to presage the coerced arrival of a malevolent spirit that will
soon be defeated. It marks the identity of Su Xiaoxiao and sets boundaries for her interaction with
Sima Caizhong — boundaries which, I will later argue, further suggest that the relationship between
the vernacular Dream at Qiantang and its Classical counterparts was one not of ancestry but of
appropriation by an oral-derived narrative tradition.

The second couplet in the spectral wind quatrain seems to have existed independently in the
Chan Buddhist tradition. It can be traced as far back the c. 1252 Compendinm of the Five Lamps (wn deng
bhui yunan), in which it appears as an enigmatic explanation for an early gong'an riddle known as “The
Old Woman of Wutai.” When the Buddhist adept Huitong Qingdan asks his master, Daweitai, what
the Chan master Zhaozhou Congshen meant when he told his students, “I have checked out the old
woman for you,” Daweitai answers Huitong Qingdan merely with the couplet, “Touching the
ground, it carries off the yellow leaves; entering mountains, it hustles out white clouds.” Upon
hearing the verse, Huitong instantly understood.”* Later instances of the couplet in Buddhist texts
are quotations of the same story; the couplet does not appear in any other textual situation within
the Chan literature.”> Obviously, the specific exegetical tradition of the gong'an pushes us past the
couplet’s most basic level of signification — its reference to wind - into another level of metaphor in
which wind and its effect on leaves and clouds represents another, abstracted situation. The full
quatrain may be a latter-day appropriation and expansion of the second couplet, though we cannot
prove it, as a relatively high degree of variability in line two may suggest that the first couplet was

paired to the second. The quatrain also feels more thoroughly descriptive than the second couplet

254 (Shi, 1179), fascicle 20, entry 785.
255 See also (Cao, 1987), fascicle 89, p. 489.
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on its own, as its abundance of detail (a different aspect or effect of wind described in each line)
solidifies its focus on wind as an empirical phenomenon.

Yet, as with the standalone couplet, the quatrain’s narrative context is of crucial significance.
It appears five times in the uaben corpus (four unique instances, once in two concordant texts),
nearly always in the context of what Hanan terms the “demon-slaying” story-type, the obvious
conventionality of which Hanan points out in The Chinese Short Story. In addition to its appearance in
Dream at Qiantang, the quatrain is also invoked at the critical turning point in Inspector Chen Loses His
Wife, which Hanan does not describe as an example of the “demon-slaying” genre, but which
evinces obvious structural similarities with works in that category: a young protagonist falls prey to
demonic appetites while he is traveling, which he fails to combat or escape on his own. In each case,
sex is involved — either a beautiful young daughter or a predatory middle-aged female demon
presents herself as bait to the young man. Once trapped, the protagonist is only saved in the end by
the power of a Daoist sage, who summons the spectral antagonist by force and punishes it (or

ot of

them). The spectral wind heralds the arrival on command either of the demons themselves,
the yellow-turbaned spectral bailiff””” whom the Daoist sage sends off to arrest the spirits and bring
them in. In every case, it signifies the antagonist’s immediate arrival, indictment, and sentencing, and
the happy conclusion to the story.

The two remaining representative examples of the “demon-slaying” story among the huaben,
Hong 5 The Three Towers of West Lake and JSTY 14 Master Cui’s White Falcon Provokes a Demon,”®

employ a different poem in the exact same narrative context, which suggests both the diversity of

the material and the conventional potency of the story-type itself. The verse, which uses an additive

256 Hong 8 (Three Demons of Luoyang), JSTY 14 (A Den of Demons)
27 Hong 12 (Inspector Chen)
258 Original text of “White Falcon” includes the subtitle “Old edition is titled “Three Demons of Ding Mountain’ or “The

39

Siamese White Falcon’.
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line structure typical of an entire category of descriptive verse found in ““The White Falcon,” runs as

follows:

Wind, wind. Shakes green, flutters red. Now south-north, now west-east. Opens willow and
poplar leaves in spring, denudes the parasol tree in autumn. Its chill penetrates red gates, its cold

passes through poor alleys.

A, B BHE. Z4r, L&, BEHR, ARG, HEER. BAKRME, EF

M AP o

The “White Falcon” version is slightly longer, and ends with a few lines that point more clearly to a

symbolic meaning:

It feels like a drumbeat shaking the earth, it seems like a thunderclap shivering the sky. Heaven and
carth clean away the dust; in revealing the sun and dispelling shade, its work is worthy of merit.

BN, o T ERTE. KSR RF, RABREHA A,

Although it would be overly speculative to suggest that these additional lines, which are found in a
later anthology the texts of which have been proven to have undergone substantial (if inconsistent)
editing, are an authorial addition, we may point out that they offer textual guidance toward a
meaning that the shorter version in “Three Towers” and the first wind poem would have to provide
via traditional referentiality. Though the actions like carrying off yellow leaves, hustling out white
clouds, or penetrating red gates might suggest the “sweeping away” of evil, such images are not
made semantically specific when not paired with lines like “in revealing the sun and dispelling shade,

its work is worthy of merit.” Yet the contextual specificity of these two poems, which appear in all
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eatly stories of the “demon-slaying” genre plus “Inspector Chen,” is clearly evident to us once we
have trained ourselves to look. The wind described by the poems arises when and only when a
powerful savior (almost invariably a Daoist priest) engages in an act of summoning, either of his
spectral bailiff or of the demonic antagonist; in the first case, at any rate, the former immediately
returns with the latter. Incontrovertible judgment is passed with no resistance from the demon(s),
and the story concludes. In these instances, the poems seem quite clearly to derive narrative power
from extra-textual tradition in addition to their possible textual interpretations.

The metonymic power of these poems in the eatly “demon-slaying” huaben texts significantly
influences our reading of Dream at Qiantang, a story which at first glance does not appear to fall into
said category; Su Xiaoxiao does not appear evil, and Sima You never seems to be in any real danger.
Were we to invoke the metonymic force of formulae like the scholar’s kit and the spectral wind,
however, the story becomes richer and its logic clearer. Scholar’s-kit protagonists like Sima You
often encounter their adversary when traveling afar or at their first post, and the danger thereof is
not always explicit in the action, but inherent in the challenge. The spectral wind poem apprises us
of the nature of that challenge as the wind rises in response to Sima You’s inadvertent “summoning”
of Su Xiaoxiao by singing a ¢ lyric in the night. She expresses gratitude for his generous act of
properly interring her remains, but her invitation to sleep with him affirms the promise of the poem,
namely, that she is a ghost, whose sexual appetites will drain and kill a man. Significantly, while the
association with death would also be clear to a reader of the classical counterpart, Sima You’s own
recognition of it — as indicated by his rebuke and and follow-up question to her — locates him within
the vernacular story-type we have here unearthed. His righteous refusal amounts to a form of

judgment, which banishes her and concludes the story.

Soft Power: The “Speaking Beauty”
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The ghost of Su Xiaoxiao first appears to Sima You in a narrative explosion of prose and
verse extolling her ethereal physical beauty. While the satiation of the male gaze upon a silenced
female figure is a ubiquitous feature of many genres of pre-modern Chinese literature, we notice that
in this text, and in many similar situations across the huaben genre, the stylization of her physicality
extends to the seemingly insignificant act of her opening her mouth to speak for the first time. The
couplet used in Dream at Qiantang, “[She] opened her small vermilion lips, exposed two rows of white
teeth,” appears well over a dozen times (almost exclusively) in Ming vernacular fiction, either as part
of a descriptive poem or as an introduction to direct discourse. Its frequency and stylized expansion
of a performative act (a beautiful woman’s first address) highlight it as a potential source of
traditional referentiality, although, from our standpoint, the performativity of the phrase itself
(lingering on an insignificant act) carries more significance than its denotative connection to the act
of speaking. And indeed, examination of specific instances reveals a dependably strong degree of
contextual similarity between them. Not only do the two versions of the lexeme strengthen an
imagined performance area by ritualizing an act of speech, they also connect the identity of the
character described (a young woman) to a series of narrative consequences that an initiated reader
might very well be trained to expect.

As noted above, the “speaking beauty” lexeme appears as a multiform™” in two distinct but
interrelated conventional contexts. As verse, it constitutes the second half of a core quatrain used as
a dramatic introduction (known as £az /ian, “revealing the face,” in contemporary oral performance)
to the character of a beautiful young woman. The full quatrain, which remains recognizable in

multiform, runs thus: “[Her|Cloud-like locks arranged into cicada’s wings, delicate brows painted as

259 The state of superficial variation in which most oral and oral-derived formulae appear; see footnote 3 of this chapter.
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spring mountains. Red lips dotted like a peach blossom, white teeth in two rows of broken jade.”*"
In each of its four appearances in early- and middle-period stories, it sits at the heart of a &az lian
verse in which the lines preceding and following the quatrain are unique, suggesting that the quatrain
is a conventional integer upon which variations may be built. The four women the poems introduce
do not seem at first to share a strong common connection; while the faithful young Xiuxiu (JSTY 8)
and the more devious but sympathetic Li Yueniang (JSTY 14) are, unfortunately, both ghosts,
Yuexian is the live courtesan whom Liu Qiqing entraps in “Liu Qiqing,” and neé Leng is the well-
intentioned though ill-fated wife of the protagonist in “Yang the Road-blocking Tiger.” Nor do the
four women come from or occupy similar social classes. Yuexian is a singing gitl of unknown
background; neé Leng is the daughter of a high military official; Li Yueniang was the daughter of a
local prosecutor, while Xiuxiu was a seamstress selected by a lord from a commoner family.

So does the quatrain connect the four characters on some level, or is it simply a common
and convenient way to introduce a beautiful woman? The first and most obvious connection shared
by the four women so introduced is that each becomes the love interest of the protagonist™' and
thereby the primary impetus for plot movement; the poem unites reader and narrator in a
compelling first experience of the woman’s beauty through the eyes of the protagonist, even if he
hasn’t appeared yet. Moreover, all four female characters are notably morally ambiguous. After the
ghostly Xiuxiu elopes with Cui Ning, she keeps them solvent by letting him sell jewels she stole from

the lord’s burning castle; Li Yueniang tangles the gullible Wu Hong in a den of ghosts; Zhou

260 T RITRIBH MBI EA L. KRBEE IR, EHHERTHEE (“Liu Qiqing,” Sixty Stories 1). The version
in “Yang the Road-blocking Tiger (Six#y 15)” describes hair “netted” and pale eyebrows lifting spring mountains (& %

$SEEWHE | MB KAL), and changes yaotao (peach blossom) to yingtao (cherry); it is identical to the quatrain in
JSTY 8 Master Cui’s Life-and-Death Partner. The version in JSTY 14 A Pockmarked Davist Exorcises a Den of Spirits follows
Hong 15 and JSTY 8 for the first couplet, and Hong 1 for the second.

261 Note that while the quatrain is used to describe Yuexian in “Liu Qiqing,” it is omitted entirely in Feng Menglong’s
“Liu the Seventh,” in which Yuexian does not have a relationship with Liu Yong.
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Yuexian sets Liu Yong against Huang in the implied conflict investigated above; and neé Leng
advises her husband to avoid the ill fortune foretold for him by traveling to Mount Tai, during
which journey they will be robbed, and she herself kidnapped. And indeed, disappearance seems to
constitute another similarity between the four women; Xiuxiu also vanishes after the pearls she stole
are traced back to Cui Ning, Li Yueniang is exorcised by a Daoist priest, and Zhou Yuexian is left
behind by Liu Yong. Thus, while the four female characters introduced via the “speaking beauty”
quatrain differ greatly on the level of individual identity, they evince a notable degree of uniformity
when compared in terms of narrative function. They are intentional catalysts of the plot, their
morally ambiguous — perhaps because self-centered — urges igniting the central conflict and inviting
disaster on their own head. They are all beautiful fuses.

The conventional power of the character type to which our “speaking beauty” formula is
attached becomes clearer when we include instances in which the formula’s shortest version, “[She]
opened her small vermilion lips, exposed two rows of white teeth,” is used to herald a speech act by
a female character. It appears a total of ten times in Ming vernacular fiction (including Dream at
Qiantang). In eight of those instances, it introduces an initial speech act, and even in the two
exceptional instances, it preludes a speech act that is of critical importance to the plot. The
preponderance of examples in which the short version preludes an initial speech act relates it
organically to its longer, fully versified counterpart in terms of narrative function, as both versions
“reveal the face” of the character (even one of the two exceptions, neé Leng of The Road-Blocking
Tiger, is introduced via the quatrain before her fateful suggestion is prefaced by the couplet). The use
of verse-as-introduction — especially when it involves such a highly stylized description of the simple
act of opening the mouth — is itself significant to the extent that it clearly invokes the performance
arena by theatricalizing a character’s first entrance and address. Further association with the narrative

performance arena might also be suggested by the five speech-act examples which come at the end
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of a plot “episode,” and which thereby heighten the import of the speech act itself by presenting it
to the reader as a clifthanger — or, to use the common performance term, a koxz7 (“hook”).

We can further confirm the metonymic force®*”

of the “speaking beauty” lexeme suggested
by its conventional positioning by examining the import of the speech act it introduces as well as the
identity of the speaker. Five of the speakers are non-human; one is a celestial weaving girl, three are

*% Two more are live women who will soon reappear as

animal or plant spirits, and one is a ghost.
ghosts.””* With the exception of the celestial weaver, who offers herself and services in martiage to
the poor but talented Dong Yong, the speaker in each instance brings about destructive change (or
the risk of it) with her words. Finally, in every case, the speaker disappears at some point in the
story. In JSTY 16, the unnamed young wife’s address to majordomo Zhang Sheng leaves him
beholden to her in a manner that nearly gets him killed when her ghost brings him a string of stolen
peatls, while young Xiuxiu’s address to Cui Ning in JSTY 8 results in a nearly identical series of
events. In Sixzy 20, “The Tale of the Ring,” which is reproduced in GJXS 4, both of the two
instances of the “speaking beauty” lexeme herald a doomed avowal. The first is Chen Yulan’s
profession of love for Ruan San, made to her handmaiden, which begins the love affair that sickens
Ruan; the second is her affirmation to a deceitful nun that she would like a tryst with Ruan San, who
subsequently dies from sexual overexertion. In JSTY 19, “Young Master Cui’s White Falcon Attracts
Demons,” the speech act itself is conspicuously omitted; when the lost and scared young Cui asks
the beautiful maiden who has offered him refuge in her home who she is, her lexeme-prefaced

statement is left out. The narrative takes us directly to his troubled reaction, “Now isn’t this

strange!”, and the reader remains ignorant of her identity until the skeletal revenant Cui is running

262 For the discursive force of formulae in oral and oral-proximate textual narrative, I also like Foley’s term “word-
power,” which incorporates the flexible idea of the “word,” discussed in Chapter One, which researchers have noted in
oral tradition; see (Foley, 1995)

263 Sty 19; JSTY 28 and 19; XSHY 4, “The Old Gardener Marries Miss Wen,” prologue; Dream at Qiantang.

264 JSTY 8, 16.
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from arrives at the house and we realize that she is his daughter. While textual corruption and scribal
omission obviously did occur in the production of the Three Words texts, we can also find numerous
examples of speech being omitted or deferred as a rhetorical strategy for creating suspense. It would
therefore seem reasonable to infer that, regardless of whether the omission of a passage was
intentional or deliberate, the “speaking beauty” lexeme communicates formulaically a set of
meanings which are becoming clearer before our eyes. In short, the characters identified by this
formula in huaben stories are beautiful women who will become the protagonist’s central romantic
attachment and introduce the story’s central conflict (which they will take no part in resolving; they
are not heroines). In most cases, they belong to a realm of non-human influence, and in every case
but one, they cause or represent dangers which they themselves will not act to mitigate. Instead, they
themselves will inevitably disappear — either under coercion or of their own free will — at some point
in the story. When introducing a speech act, the formula places both character and address at the
center of an imagined performance arena, inviting the reader to connect both character and address

to the complex of conventional associations just described.

Implications for our reading of Dream at Qiantang and other texts

Returning to Dream at Qiantang, we may see how understanding the potential richness of
seemingly ornamental phrases such as these deepens the text and changes its relationship to its
classical literary counterparts. Imagining ourselves as initiated members of a narrative tradition, we
allow simple formulae like the scholar’s kit, the spectral wind, and the speaking beauty lexeme to
connect us to extratextual complexes of meaning which enrich the characters of this specific text
and justify their actions, both independently as well as in contrast to Qiantang’s early Classical

counterparts. Moments in the text that seem strangely fleeting and therefore unsatisfying take on
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new weight. When Sima You picks up his scholar’s kit, we identify him as a hero of a particular,
storied kind; when he is sent to Qiantang to take up his first official post (noted almost in passing
after pages of verse praising Hangzhou) we know he is journeying into an unstable territory, where
he will face a local conflict or adversary. And when his lyric, sung to the moon, unexpectedly
summons a beautiful young woman who offers to sleep with him, we are not surprised by his stern
refusal, because we see in her every demon whose punishment is foreshadowed by the spectral wind
that brings them. We also know not to trust any female character whose first address is framed by
the speaking beauty lexeme, as well as the specific reasons why. With these three formulae working
in concert, Sima You’s aggressive remonstrance of Su Xiaoxiao makes perfect sense; he is a scholar-
official hero vanquishing a spectral force that wields the dangerous power of overwhelming feminine
beauty.

The extent to which the Dream at Qiantang texts enables this mode of reading alerts us to the
proximity of a dynamic narrative tradition that has re-crafted the Song-dynasty story according to its
own rules, suggesting that we may understand the vernacular Drean not simply as a descendent or an
explication of a literary antecedent, but rather as an appropriation. Consider the different interpretive
conventions that now stand out between the vernacular Drea and its classical counterparts. In the
Chungbu jiwen anecdote, Sima You never encounters Su Xiao’s bones, but settles in a villa proximate
to her tomb. He then meets her in a daydream, indulges her request for companionship, then falls
sick and dies in a fire the night he leads her onto his boat. Even the Sima You of the eatly Yunzhai
guanglu text, which shares an ending with Dream (they separate, he mourns) does not expressly refuse
Su Xiao’s offer of companionship in the dream-meeting. The genre-specific narrative conventions
employed by this cluster of texts — the meeting between young protagonist and ghost in a liminal
space, the sexual escapades of a fengliu caizi, the mortally destructive consequence of trysting with a

non-human — were recognizable enough to begin with, yet their absence in (or foreignness to) the
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vernacular Dream text seems more significant. While Hanan understandably refrained from
speculating on the nature of the relationship between the vernacular and classical texts, our
formulaic reading provides us with enough evidence to go further. We may now say that not only
does Dream at Qiantang not behave in any way characteristic of a literary text that has been “adapted”
from a primary literary “source”; it appears to be the product of another narrative tradition which,
though it was obviously connected to and nourished by written literature, was also capable of
fundamentally re-generating shared material according to a distinct (and distinctly oral-derived) set

of narrative expectations.

From metonym to metaphor: identifying literary appropriations

Having identified three common formulae that commonly operate metonymically within the
huaben genre, we find ourselves better able to recognize when those same formulae are being used in
more text-specific, possibly “literary” fashions. While the narrative conventions of an oral
performance genre exert a certain kind of power within their native milieu, they can also be refigured
within foreign narrative contexts, and their significance put to different uses. As we have noted,
scholars like Heather Maring have described how old English bards appropriated oral-derived tropes
for literary and liturgical uses and vice versa; in our own field of imperial Chinese vernacular
literature, we also find similar instances of appropriation that substantively inform our
understanding of the works in which they appear.

265

The first two instances involve the Shuibu zhuan,” in which two of our formulae — the

scholar’s kit and the spectral wind — are applied out of context as metaphors in order to deepen the

265 For the below references I use the 100-chapter Rongyutang edition; see (N. &} /& Shi and Luo, 1988) and (N. Shi
and Luo, 1988).



164

affective power of a narrative event. In Chapter 23, the narrator employs the “spectral wind”
formula to herald one of the most famous scenes in the book — Wu Song’s battle with the tiger on
Jingyang Ridge. Making his way along the ridge at night, the drunk Wu Song boasts loudly about
being unafraid of the tiger that has scared all others away. As if in reply, a gust of bitter mountain
wind — the spectral wind — blows over him, both scaring and halfway sobering Wu Song just as the
man-eating tiger jumps into his path. The great battle commences, and the tiger is defeated.
Contextual resemblances to our early examples of the “spectral wind” stand out clearly: Wu Song’s
act of “summoning” the tiger — a beast of almost mythical significance in literature — through his
boasting, the subsequent battle, and the hero’s conquest. Yet the relationship is metaphorical; the
tiger is /ike a spirit or demon in its power, maleficence, and invisibility, while the half-drunk hero
behaves /ike the priest performing an exorcism. Instead of imposing tradition onto the text, the
“spectral wind” poem serves the text by conferring a layer of significance to a specific situation, by
making a tiger more than a tiger.

Meanwhile, in Chapter 94, the “scholar’s kit” is also employed to deepen and complicate a
narrative event — in this case, the departure of the young hero Yan Qing from the Liangshan
alliance. Song Jiang is in the middle of his campaign against Fang La, which has not gone well to
begin with, and is about to turn much worse. A few heroes have already left the group of one
hundred and eight, and dozens more are soon to die in battle. Song Jiang orders Yan Qing to travel
to Yuezhou to spy for him, yet the handsome, young hero packs his scholar’s kit, leaves Liangshan,
and is never seen again. While the formula in this context may seem like a trivial detail to an
uninitiated reader, our familiarity with its significance in the buaben tradition opens up a richer, more
intentional interpretation: Yan Qing has earned his escape. Andrew Plaks and others have observed
how the Shuibu refuses to let its anti-heroic central characters rise above their own flawed natures,

amplifying a sense of ignominy and ambiguity in their various denouements. Yet among the hundred
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and eight gallants, Yan Qing is a Parsifal — morally upright, both martially and intellectually talented,
and uncorrupted. He is also unique in his ability to control his impulses, especially with regards to

266

Plaks argues that Yan Qing’s exceptionalism is signaled by the adjective fenglin J& 7 (Plaks

SEX

translates it as “affectionate and dashing”), which is applied to him frequently and fairly exclusively.
Yet, having familiarized ourselves with the protagonists of the gongming story-type in huaben will now
recognize fengliu as one echo within a greater resonance. By heralding his departure with the
“scholar’s kit” formula, the Shuibu narrative insinuates a rewarding future, perhaps even an heroic
one, away from the Liangshan group’s struggle; while their story is close to ending, his has only just
begun.

It is easy to see how we might detect the expression of a distinctly authorial point of view —
the projection of #one in the literary sense — in both of the abovementioned examples, in which
formulae are employed metaphorically to deepen a dramatic effect or further nuance a complex
theme. This observation immediately puts us in conversation with other landmark works on the
composition and narrative structure of the Shuzbu, but from a newer and, perhaps, more balanced
perspective. Andrew Plaks fundamentally changed the scholarly conversation surrounding the
Shuthui zhuan by arguing that its figural density and fairly unified thematic structure, which
communicates irony through repeated portrayals of hubris and downfall, strongly suggest sole
authorship by a writer of considerable literary talent.*” Although Plaks acknowledges the presence
of language and narrative structures in the Shuihu apparently derived from oral tradition, he

pointedly refrains from exploring their possible functions or meaning. In Owt of the Margins, Ge

266 (Plaks, 2016), pp.285-358. “The Deflation of Heroism,” outlines Plaks’ understanding of a decidedly authorial mastery
of narrative irony in the Shuibu, which presents a complex, nuanced, and often quite pessimistic account of the

characters so commonly depicted as “heroes” in other genres of traditional performance. For Plaks’ summary of Yan
Qing’s exceptional position, see pp. 346-8.

267 Tbid.
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Liangyan responds to Plaks by highlighting several narrative structures in the Shuzhu (such as the
tavern space) that operate metonymically; based on these results as well as the recorded history of
the Shuihu stories, Ge argues that the novel is an accretive work that drew material from several

*%% Although a fair reassessment of those arguments would be a book in

textual and oral sources.
itself, our observation of metonymic formula being employed metaphorically (a process of
textualization implying the influence of literary authorship) might suggest that both are true: the final
text could have been produced by a single author who had access to multiple traditions of narrative
reception.

Two more metaphorical uses of the “spectral wind” and “scholar’s kit” formulae are worth
mentioning because, though they appear in different works, they relate together as clear examples of
intentionally ironical usage. The first occurs in Chapter 64 of the Jinpingmei (both the prose and
ballad versions), when Eunuch Xue opines that only lonely licentiates waiting to take the palace
exam like hearing opera singers from the provinces: “The sour little scholars do their three bitter
years under the cold window and travel for nine more, arriving in the capital with their zither, sword,
and book bag on their backs to test, and if they get a position, they've got no family by their side, so

2% His criticism is rebuffed by the licentiate Wen Bigu, who is

they value people such as this [singer].
subsequently ridiculed for “defending his people.” Of course, by putting the formula in Eunuch
Xue’s discourse, the narrative distances it from the reader, though we can still hear the conventional
narrative that surrounds the palace exam hopeful, even when described as a “sour little scholar.”

Yet, more significantly, that identity is championed by none other than Wen Bigu — the supercilious

hypocrite and sexual predator — in an ironic twist made more acerbic by referencing the formula.

298 (Ge 2001) passim, but especially pp. 80-90.

269 (Xiaoxiaosheng # Fx 5 % 2, 2009), p. 1017,
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The second example appears in The Tale of the Eunnch Sanbao’s Excursion over the Western Sea, a
hundred-episode novel published in 1597. In Chapter 10, which is subtitled “Heavenly General
Zhang Supports Taoism and Oppresses Buddhism,” a powerful Buddhist abbot staying overnight at
a temple is visited by an almost farcical parade of nearly half a dozen spectral generals, each dressed
in a slightly different habit and preceded by a different vatiation of the “spectral wind” formula.”” If
the first spirit’s arrival, preceded by the original formula, is meant to awaken a reader to the
invocation of tradition, the immediate dismissal of each spirit (the monk doesn't need the help) and
subsequent “riffs” on the poem immediately signal very different intentions — the narrator is having

fun with an old trope.

Analogue: The Presence and Function of Formulae in Beijing pingshu

Contemporary pingshu storytelling offers us a vast number of oral formulae for comparative
study, including many specific lexemes that are at least superficially identical to those commonly
found in the Ming huaben corpus. While the length and variability of serial pingshu performances
(which often extend for three years or longer) makes indexing larger formulaic structures like themes
and story-patterns a Herculean effort, it takes much less time to identify shorter lexemes that operate
on the level of the phrase or sentence. And while performers themselves often describe short
formulae in terms of compositional efficiency, my observation of performed narrative suggests that
these formulae also invoke significant traditional power for an initiated audience. In the pages below,
I outline multiple types of formula (both linguistic and paralinguistic) that hold significant currency
in pingshu performance, then focus on a small handful of linguistic formulae in particular that could

potentially offer more to our study of ancient texts. Certain features of these formulae — their

270 (Luo, 1985), pp. 130-1.
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variable length and scope, stylization, emplacement within larger narrative structures — stand out in
resemblance to the written formulae we’ve just examined, while other features that appear most
strongly in performance, like their musicality, personalization, and power to generate narrative
economy inspire us to re-examine the written formulae from a more layered perspective.

Oral formulae abound in multiple dimensions of contemporary pingshu storytelling, and their
currency has not waned despite the interventions of asynchronous media. Even if we restrict
ourselves to the narrowest and most easily quantifiable formulaic integers in pingshu performance, we
find an embarrassment of riches. These include non-linguistic or paralinguistic typologies like
somatic formulae (physical movements including gestures, poses, and prop usage) or stylized
vocalization patterns that do not seem to translate at all into textual media; observing their currency
in contemporary performance, however, still assists our study of texts by reinforcing the same
principle of integration we just observed in the huaben texts. To take somatic formulae as example:
every formally trained pingshu performer still employs a vocabulary of movements that remain
obviously conventional across performers and live performance instances.””" Arguably, the most
universal of these movements involve the pingshu performer’s three traditional tools — the wooden
“awakening block,” the fan, and the handkerchief. The slapping of the awakening block on the table,
which formally opens and closes a session and is by far the most universally recognizable feature of
the genre, is executed in strictly prescribed coordination with the recitation of either a poem (at
opening) or a “clifthanger” line (at closure), requiring the performer to fulfill multiple traditional
standards (narrative content, physical coordination, volume, and cadence) in a single display. Other

conventional gestures using the traditional tools also appear in tandem with other formulaic

271 It should be noted that the media of television and radio have, within their own sphetes of production, demanded
different things of the performer as an artistic agent, with radio requiring next to no somatic action beyond the smacking
of the “awakening block,” and television privileging performers who performed while standing, such as Tian Lianyuan
(who intentionally evolved his practice to suit that medium). Live performance settings, however, have enthusiastically
brought back traditional settings and accoutrements (such as the wooden desk and the screen behind the performer) in a
way which has encouraged the continued practice of traditional somatic elements in performance.
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elements: the reading of a letter or the thrusting of a sword via the fan — gestures which any initiated
viewer will recognize in any performance — both integrate naturally with language, narrative
cadences, and traditional onomatopoeia that conventionally surround both character and situation.
The layering and concatenation of formulae is not the exception, but the rule.

A rich spectrum of linguistic formulae also remain in consistent and widespread use in
contemporary pingshu performance; while the specific selection and frequency of such formulae may
differ according to the performer, artistic lineage, and performance instance, the lexemes themselves
are uniformly recognizable as common property of the tradition. Some are metanarrative formulae,
which include the audience in the storyteller’s intentional manipulation of the plot (such as “the
story][teller] speaks no wasteful words” when advancing the plot or “to the story we add an
explanation” when providing contextual detail), while others are descriptive, directly presenting a
narrative element in conventional language. The ubiquity and central importance of these formulae
(descriptive formulae in particular) is evidenced not only by their use in performed narrative, but
also by their context-dependent appearance in interviews. When a performer is asked about
traditional language in general, they might name a few common metanarrative formulae and fall
silent, but when asked about a specific narrative context (an audience with the emperor, two generals
meeting on a battlefield, an arduous journey), they may quote several descriptive formulae — from

four-character idioms to entire poems — in quick succession.”’”” The young drumsinger and pingshu

storyteller Tang Ke JEAT described an instance in which pingshu performers helped him enrich and

expand a drumsong performance from fourteen to forty-five minutes by flexing traditional themes
and incorporating formulae like the poetic ga7 er, a situational paean highly similar to the “ten-

character praise poem” (sh7 g7 zan or cuan) found in the cibua tradition. On this point, Tang added,

272 (Liang, 2021a), 10:30.
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“they could have made the scene ten times longer if they wanted,”*” an observation which indicates
the richness of the traditional library the performers had at their disposal.

When asked about the proper context and function of such formulae, both the performers
Tang Ke and Liang Yan focused on their utility in performance — their capacity to shorten or expand
a narrative, to advance a plot, or to reinforce traditional scenes and characters. As to when certain
formulae should or should not be used, however, the answer appeared to lie in rules unspoken.
When asked what kind of narrative situations best suited the common formula “they ate when
hungry and drank when thirsty, camped at night and departed at dawn, and after many days arrived
[at their destination],”””* Liang Yan stated categorically that the formula required no special context,
as it was merely a succinct and mellifluous way of moving toward the next important event.”” When
I asked if there were situations when it couldn’t be used, he said no, unless a performer overused it,

or used it inappropriately.””®

Obviously, the possibility of excessive or otherwise inappropriate usage
suggests that there are boundaries for the appropriate usage of a formula like “they ate when hungry
and drank when thirsty,” and moreover, that those boundaries are learned through consistent
involvement with the source material because they operate #he same way each time. One learns the
significance of “they ate when hungry and drank when thirsty” through repeated exposure to it

within its conventional narrative context, the exact same way we attempt to understand formulaic

expressions within the late imperial huaben short stories.

Narrative formulae in performance: a few productive examples

273 (Tang, 2021), 47:13.
T UEB R, RAEREAT, TRAI—H
275 [ am using “event” to translate s/ %, a broad term that could easily be translated as “conflict” or “affair.” It refers to

the central focal point of the next episode, which often catries a traditional title that implicates characters, conflict,
and/or location; in every such case, setting, plot, and characters cohete together as patt of a traditional unit.
276 (Liang 2021), 17:40.
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Sharpening our focus on a select few linguistic formulae commonly used in pingshu reveals
certain formal and functional characteristics that resemble those of written formulae we have
reviewed; it also highlights paralinguistic features of those formulae that would appear to pertain
exclusively to performance, since they do not transfer readily to bare text. Yet the concatenation of
paralinguistic with linguistic formulae in performance can also be useful to us as we look back at
silenced texts and imagine some of the rhetorical resources on which they might have drawn. At the
very least, it allows us to map out — if only in a tentative and fairly rudimentary fashion — parts of
those texts which are likely to have invoked those rhetorical resources for readers who could access
them, demonstrating from yet another angle that formulaic language, the inventory of the “common
storehouse of convention,” functioned as sites of richness, not of absence.

One extremely common linguistic formula in contemporary pingshu that merits our attention
is the epithet, which is invoked for certain characters in performance by referencing them by their
name and appellate (also called a courtesy or style name, the name given to a boy at adulthood) all at
once. If the character has a nickname, that comes first. When Lian Liru performs the Romance of the
Three Kingdoms, for instance, she will at times refer to Liu Bei as “Liu-Bei-Liu-Xuande,” to Yuan Shao
as “Yuan-Shao-Yuan-Benchu,” or to Sun Ce as “Little hegemon-Sun-Ce-Sun-Bofu.” Liang Yan
begins his Romance of the Western Han with a story about the adolescent “Zhang-Liang-Zhang-
Zitang,” while Wang Yuebo in Swordsmen of the Yongzheng Reign (the official title of Tale of Tong Lin)
frequently and intentionally names a large host of martial characters using their nicknames (like
“Muddy-legged monk” Zhang Wang, or “Iron Arm Arhat” Fa Chan), and a much smaller group of
core heroes by nickname, name, and appellate together (“Champion of the East” Hou-Ting-Hou-
Zhenyuan, or “Purple-faced Champion of all Directions” Tong-Lin-Tong-Haichuan). A performer

in a live setting might regularly invoke the name-plus-appellate epithet a dozen or more times while
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telling a story that involves certain central characters; they will also mix it with quicker references to
the given name alone, such that Liu Xuande might be “Liu Bei” in one sentence and “Liu Bei-Liu-
Xuande” the next. Recognizable examples of its use in the narrative mode include the below, from

the end of an episode of Three Kingdoms:

Li-Bu-Li-Fengxian tapped the stirrups with both feet, and the stirrups struck the “flying tiger” saddle

pad, spurring on the thousand-li Red Hare steed he rode; his painted heavenly halberd in his hands, he

sped to the front line.2””

Another, less common example of the epithet used in indirect discourse appears in the internal

monologues of two minor characters from Swordsmen of the Yongzheng Reign:

The instant “Float on Water” Liu Chen and “Never Sink” Liu Shun heard it [they realized], Champion

of the East Hou-Ting-Hou-Zhenyuan of Chaofu Forest in Dongchang, Shandong has come himself

to our Lion Fort on Zhongshan in Tai Lakel®’

A third and final example, this time in the commentarial mode, just after the hero Zhao Yun has

appeared for the first time to save garrison commander Gongsun Zan. Lian Liru notes:

No one who listens to Three Kingdoms doesn’t like Zhao-Yun-Zhao-Zilong; in Zhao Yun’s whole life,
he shows no character flaws. Zhao Yun has just saved Gongsun Zan by the Pan River; later, Zhao-
Yun-Zhao-Zilong will serve Liu Bei. Zhao Yun spends all his time on the battlefield, achieving

innumerable heroic victories [...] Later, when they get to Chengdu, Liu-Bei-Liu-Xuande rewards

Zhao Yun handsomely, but Zhao Yun refuses it.””

The first two examples showcase the epithet’s most typical context — a descriptive space in which a
pivotal character appears or steps onto center stage — while the last example demonstrates the
characteristic flexibility with which it can be employed or set aside when referring to a single
character multiple times in succession.

Although the epithet does not itself appear frequently in the pre-modern huaben corpus, two

aspects of its functionality productively illuminate our study of those text. The first aspect is the

277(Lian, 2017), p. 177.

278 Wang Yuebo, Swordsmen of the Yongzheng Reign, episode 110, 1:09 of audio recording.
https://www.pingshu8.com/play 103713.html

279 (Lian, 2017), p. 215.
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epithet’s thematic interconnectedness; it locates the character being named at the center of a
recognizable thematic structure (or, more commonly, multiple interconnected structures) just as
written formulae like the “scholat’s kit” appear to do. The first example is the performance-ending
“hook” just before the famous episode “Three Heroes Fight Lt Bu at Hulao Pass,” in which Li Bu
fends off Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang Fei all at once in a martial scene that establishes the
legendary reputations of all four, but most notably his reputation as the finest fighter in the tale.
Appropriately, the performer invokes Lii Bu’s name-and-appellate within another, longer formula
that depicts an eventually victorious hero riding into the theater of combat, with the names of the
hero, steed, and weapon filled in. Similarly, Hou Ting arrives at the Lion Fort to free his trapped
disciples, in what will be his bloodiest triumph; while Zhao Yun, the only hero in Three Kingdoms, will
soon help tip the scales in Liu Bei’s favor.””

If these contexts seem too broad, we need only note the shift that happens in the final
example, as Lian Liru lays out the broad strokes of Zhao’s future. In the “present” moment(s) of his
appearance and significance, he is Zhao-Yun-Zhao-Zilong serving Liu Bei; when the scene shifts to
Chengdu, where Liu Bei reign as emperor, he is Zhao Yun being rewarded by Liu-Bei-Liu-Xuande.
Character and context appear together, united by convention, as we appear to have seen in the
huaben texts previously analyzed. The second notable aspect of the epithet’s functionality is its use of
linguistic expansion to generate rhetorical power, lengthening and complicating the word or phrase
(in this case, a name) far enough beyond the borders of interpretive utility that its enunciation

becomes a self-conscious act.” In most cases, the pingshu performer will also enunciate the epithet

280 Although I hesitate to describe the epithet as “heroic,” given the heavily Western connotations of the adjective, it is
generally applied to characters who play the roles of traditional or tragic hero, while it is conspicuously omitted for
insignificant or dishonorably villainous characters. In Three Kingdoms, for instance, Cao Cao, Liu Bei, and Guan Yu all
merit it, despite being classified very differently; even Yuan Shao, who is powerful and of a distinguished bloodline but
blinded by greed and cowardice merits it in scenes where his role is central. Dong Zhuo, meanwhile, does not, nor do
dishonorable antagonists like the vicious Daoist Qiao Xuanling in Swordsmen of the Yongzheng Reign.

281 Here I am drawing upon Richard Bauman’s definition of verbal art as performance: “Performance as a mode of
spoken verbal communication consists in the assumption of responsibility to an audience for a display of communicative
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using a conventionally prescribed cadence, a mobile register, and a volume that differs from the rest
of the statement, thus turning the act of naming into an znwocation in the sense we have used that
term previously. The act of logically “unnecessary” linguistic expansion, stylized with layers of
paralinguistic formulae deployed with the voice, should draw our attention once more to expansive
written formulae like the “speaking beauty” lexeme, which lengthen an otherwise insignificant
moment in narrative time into a self-conscious event. And while we cannot reconstruct similar
narrative dynamics for centuries-old texts like Dream at Qiantang, we can point to formulaic events
like the “speaking beauty” lexeme as charged rhetorical moments for an initiated reader — points at
which the imagined “hearing” of the text is an integral part of reading it.

Two more formulae commonly found in today’s pingshu stand out as supporting examples,
primarily because they mirror exactly formulae found in the pre-modern huaben. The first, which
appears over a dozen times in the Sixzy Stories and Three Words collections alone, is the “ate when
hungry and drank when thirsty, stopped at night and departed at dawn” formula previously
mentioned. Every performer I observed live has used it, including in Ma Lianping’s Romance of the Sui
and Tang, Liang Yan’s Complete Tale of Yue Fei, and Wang Yuebo’s Water Margin in the spring of 2019.
I have already described how Liang Yan’s description of it as general shorthand for long-distance
travel insinuates a more traditional significance as a liminal signal that introduces the setting for the
next central conflict. Interestingly, Liang also quoted the eight-character formula to me with the
exact same intonation that he and others habitually use it in performance: lowered pitch and volume,

the syllables stretched into an almost plodding rhythm that slows narrative pace and decreases

competence [...] Performance thus calls forth special attention to and heightened awareness of the act of expression and
gives license to the audience to regard the act of expression and the performer with special intensity.” Speaking in
performance is made a self-conscious act by virtue of the performer’s accountability to the audience, and the display of
communicative competence, in this case, involves the delivery of conventionally stylized formulaic language. See
(Bauman, 1977), p. 11.
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tension, allowing the listener room to breathe before the next rhetorical ascent.”® Like the epithet, it
represents marked language that employs a conventional rhetorical pattern (in this case, a declension
of performative intensity) to signal a conventional plot structure (the interstice between site- and
conflict-specific episodes).

Our second common formula stands as an equally recognizable counterpart on the
emotional spectrum: the ten-character couplet nx cong xin shang qi, e xiang dan bian sheng, which we
might translate as “rage rose in his heart, disgust was born of his gallbladder.”*” While “they ate
when hungry and drank when thirsty” represents a nadir of performative intensity as the plot
progresses from one central conflict to the next, “rage rose in his heart” signals immediate,
consequential, and generally destructive action. During observed performances in 2019, I heard it
most frequently leading up to or during martial scenes in Wang Yuebo’s Water Margin and Liang
Yan’s Investiture of the Gods, as one warrior is goaded into assaulting someone on the other side, to his

own eventual frustration or injury.”® While there are a plethora of ways in which a pingshu petformer

282 One example of many I heard during an observed live performance of Ma Lianping’s S# and Tang on 14 April 2019:
ERTAEHRAE BB, RERF], T—H, k3 7TEEHEIRM (On the road, it could only have been that

they ‘ate when hungry, and drank when thirsty, stopped at night and departed at dawn,’ and after several days did
arrive at Dengzhou by the sea). This note employs boldface to indicate the slower and more measured pacing of the

bolded phrases and quotation marks to represent the obvious rhetorical break between the colloquial 7 3E # 52 and the

formula that follows. I have also observed Wang Yuebo deliver the formula quickly, though also at low volume, as a
segue between plot episodes. He ends the famous “Hangzhou arena” episode of Yonggheng with the departure of a band

of gallants from Hangzhou to Yangzhou, connecting it to the subsequent episode with linked four-character phrases ¥

BZ b, GUERIBER, BATRIE, B I1$H (along the road, they ate when hungty, drank when thirsty, set off at
dawn and slept at night, their horses never stopping). His delivery still marks the formula to unite it with its
corresponding plot sequence, albeit with a different affect.

285 Ja gt b AR, Bo& fE % 2. Slight variations exist in the wording of the first couplet, usually in the character after

3, including & ¥ /w5 £ /n5 38 /48 4 and et cetera.

284 Those performances were privately recorded but not made publicly available. An interesting and easily available
example, from Wang Yuebo’s 2011 performance of Yongzheng, occurs when Tong Lin discovers that the Daoist temple
where his party is staying overnight is a haven for criminals. Wang natrates: “When Tong Lin saw [that the wine was
poisoned], ‘the rage rose in his heart,” and you know, ‘disgust was born of his liver.” Taking out his crescent knives, he
shouted: ‘Brother! Come with me to capture the corrupt Daoist! This place is a den of thieves!”” When Tong Lin and
company find the temple’s master, Qiao Xuanling, he is drinking with none other than Han Bao and Wu Zhiguang, the
thieves Tong Lin has been ordered by the emperor to catch. Yet what should be a miraculous piece of good fortune
evaporates because Tong Lin’s impetuous rage alerts the three to his presence in advance, and they escape (sequence
starts at 15:00 of episode 117, freely available here: https://www.pingshu8.com/play 103720.html ). In other cases, the
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can describe anger, from unmarked colloquial language to more uniquely genre-specific phrases
(such as “When he heard this, anger bent his nose out of shape”), the “rage rose in his heart”
formula appears to depict violent, mistake-inspiring anger, and is only used once at most in a single
performance. In contrast to “they ate when hungry and drank when thirsty,” which is delivered at
relatively low level of volume and intensity, “rage rose in his heart” is usually performed with a
sharply rising pitch and volume, which sets the stage for the lines after it — a line of furious dialogue
or an alarming description — to be delivered at maximum volume. It frequently constitutes a small
climax before the enraged character’s impetuous actions (and their consequences) cause an even
bigger scene.

Looking back from contemporary performance to ancient text, these two formulae offer
both new material for comparative analysis and new leads for imagining how the huaben stories
might be appropriately read. Our analogue of contemporary performance reminds us that formulae
are made of more than just a set group of words; they include equally formulaic paralinguistic layers
that help generate rhetorical power. Thus, when we identify a conventional lexeme in a silent text
that appears to operate metonymically, we can (and perhaps should) also interrogate the extent to
which local context might serve an initiated reader capable of recognizing and reimagining that
power. For instance, we find that “They ate when hungry and drank when thirsty” functions in
huaben texts in a fashion similar to that which we have noted in pingshu performance: it describes a
long journey that brings the protagonist(s) to the setting in which the next central conflict will occur.

The formula only appears once per text™, which lends it a feeling of significance; while that may be

impetuous rage might be enabled by selfish motives or other demonstrable moral defects, but righteous anger can also
inspire it; its conventionally unfavorable consequences appeat to be linked to the character’s inability to master the
emotion before acting.

285 In the singular exception, Zhao Bosheng Meets Renzong in a Teabouse, it appears twice: once to describe Zhao Bosheng’s
initial trip to the capital to take the exam, and once more during his return to Chengdu, when he will discover to his own
astonishment that the gentleman he met in the teahouse was none other than the emperor himself, who has appointed
him the new magistrate of Chengdu.
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a misleading consequence of the average huaben story’s relative brevity, the only eatly novel in which
it appears much more often, the Water Margin, spaces its eight instances across many plot lines. One
might expect the phrase to call attention to itself, as formulae do; and when we read the much
shorter huaben for possible sites of rhetorical force, as I have described, we can sometimes see
contours emerge. Take the following example from Hong 16 Yang Wen the Road-Blocking Tiger in
which Yang Wen has just assented to his wife’s suggestion that they avoid ill fortune by making a
pilgrimage to Mount Tai. After a relatively lengthy passage of unadorned narrative, the story

progresses thus:

... The next day, he and his wife bade goodbye to his parents and father-in-law, Grand
Commandant Leng, went home, packed their luggage, and arranged travel expenses. They ordered a
heated palanquin, horses, and left the Eastern Capital immediately. Inevitably, they ate when hungry
and drank when thirsty, stopped at night and departed at dawn. We will say no more of this.

They made their wayward road to a city called Xianju, not a far ride from Mount Tai. Thusly,
evening fell:

The day turns, sunlight falls aslant. Far off, one can see fishermen take in their nets, put away
their hooks, and head home; up close, one notices all the front gates already half-closed. On
distant waters, a few sails returning to the calls of horns from high towers; the shadow of
geese landing on a sandy shoal. Four of five lonely boats rock against a wild shore. Travelers
on the road retire to inns, while herdboys turn their cattle toward the farm.

With night falling, Yang, his wife, and their valet found an inn at which to rest. In the small
hours, a group of robbers broke in. What kind of robbers were they?

Those who wove fort walls from forest timber, took a rushing stream for their source of water.
Fiery tempers, wills hard to withstand, the kind who would jump right over city walls.
Whenever their knives found gold, they grabbed it; every night they saw the Milky Way.
On moonless nights, they sought brooches and pins; in high winds, they lit mountains
aflame.

That gang of robbers broke right into the inn. In the moment, Yang wasn’t prepatred, and
had no weapon to hand. The robbers caught him, and gave him a blow to the side of the head.
Darkness rushed in, and he fell to the ground. Truly, one could say:

Even if you circle round for a thousand /, you cannot escape a fated catastrophe.zg(’

KRB, FIEZELE, BXASRE, G5 PN, RHSE, WS
BT, EEFERP. S RRERK, RERT, RANST. @R —ETH, RMK
WET, ERETE, 2R
FIS T, By, BRMATKMBHRE, EHRAREFR. ZRHERA
W, RERBEEA. —TERE, SRIEYVT 9EERA, BARTE. BETA
Bt , KERRAIET

286 (Cheng and Hong, 2012), p. 269.
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The sequence of lyrical breaks should catch our eye: the traveling formula, parallel verse depicting
dusk in a sleepy little town, another verse describing the wildness of bandits, and finally, a single-
couplet pronouncement on the inevitability of disaster. Even now we can “hear” the intensity build
from the first formula to the final couplet. The incremental increase in narrative tension is so clear
that we need not resort to historical speculation over how anything might have sounded in order to
recognize that these instances of self-conscious language beginning with the travel formula generate
the rhetorical force that brings us from nadir to peak. It takes no leap of faith to argue that this
passage would privilege a mode of reading that can recognize and reimagine a level of performative
power conventionally assigned to the language.

Surveying ancient examples of our formula for self-destructive anger, “rage rose in his heart,
disgust was born to his gallbladder,” we find a variety of similarly rewarding results. Perhaps due to
our small sample size, the phrase seems more tightly delineated by convention in the huaben corpus
than in contemporary performance. Appearing a total of eleven times in the huaben stories of the
Three Words anthologies, it consistently foreshadows the angered character’s misfortune, either

directly as a result of his or her own impulsive action (nine times), or indirectly because he allows his

anger to be placated by feminine deception (twice). It only appears once per text (with one exception
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287

that does not contradict our reading™’), and in each instance generates a small climax that sets the

stage for a grander, more intense scene to follow.

In one example, the first post-prologue scene of JSTY 13 A Ghost Appears Thrice; Judge Bao
Redresses Injustice, we can see how the “rage rose in his heart” formula accentuates narrative tension
invoked through verse and intensified through dialogue. The unerring soothsayer Li Jie is visited by
a well-dressed man, introduced to the reader via a traditionally recognizable “face-opening” passage

of descriptive parallel lyric:

How was this man dressed? We see him thus [dan jian]: A headscarf tied tightly at the back; a double-
collared black official jacket; a silk belt tied at the waist; a pair of clean socks and dry shoes on his feet,

L 288
and a scroll in his sleeve pocket.

Eddrhe 2R ERERAD, X LRELY, BHAGKE, Tt — 98894,
ANFL R — LT

The man, prosecutor Sun Wen, asks to have his fortune told. When the hexagram augury comes out
badly, it kicks off a back-and-forth in which Li Jie attempts to hide the results, and Sun Wen pushes
him to speak, assuring that he’s not afraid. Li Jie writes the prophecy out as a couplet, and the

exchange becomes even more tense:

The day the white tiger nears, calamity is sure to befall you. Before three in morning

tomotrrow, your whole family is sure to feel sorrow.

The prosecutor read the poem and asked: “What fortune does this hexagram foretell?”

The master responded: “I cannot lie — it foretells your honot’s death.”

“What year does it say I will die in?”

“You'll die this year.”

“But what month of this year will I die?”

“You will die on this month of this yeat.”

“What day of this month in this yeat?”

“Today, this month, in this year, you will die.”

“What time of the day or night?”

287 The formula appears twice in GJXS 15 Shi Hongzhao and the Tiger-Dragon Meeting, when the impetuous Guo Wei,
known to the narrator as a “yet-unrenowned great personage,” encounters corrupt officials, beating the first and killing
the second. These scenes take on thematic importance as demonstrations of Guo Wei’s forceful persona, which
generates trouble for itself by pushing violently back against corrupt officialdom and the unfair restrictions of a common
person’s life. The “rage rose in his heart” formula operates conventionally in both instances, foreshadowing the violent
response that earns Guo Wei both praise and punishment.

288 (Feng and Xu, 2012), p.159
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“This year, this month, today, at three-thirty in the morning, you will die.”

Sun replied: “If I really do die tonight, then that’s all there is to it. If I don’t die, I will see you
in the county courthouse tomorrow.”

The master said: “Your Honor, if you don’t die tonight, come back tomorrow, take down this
sword on which is written ‘Death to all unlearned practitioners,” and cut my worthless head off.” When the
prosecutor heatd this, rage rose from his heart, disgust was born to his gallbladder, and he grabbed
the soothsayer and dragged him from his stall. How will this be resolved? That master:

Just for knowing all things under the sun, kicked up a bellyful of needless worry.
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Sun Wen drags the learned soothsayer into the street, humiliates him publicly, and drives him out of
town for good; and, lo and behold, he himself dies shortly after midnight in a mysterious and
terrifying fashion (murdered by his adopted son, who was having an affair with his wife).

Obviously, the narrative structure of the passage above encourages the reader to expect the
prophesy’s fulfillment, as it leads us alongside Sun Wen to the revelation of his final moment that is
also the present moment. His formulaic reaction assures us that it will happen, and or because he
deserves it; it also brings the dramatic tension of the scene obviously to a head just before the
narrator’s question and moral pronouncement drive the point home. Examining the progress of
events from Sun Wen’s entrance via parallel prose and initial conversation with the soothsayer to the
ominous poem and tense question-and-answer, followed by a conventional description of
uncontrolled rage, a “clifthanger” question, and a judgement in verse, we clearly see a progressive

increase in rhetorical intensity, in which the formula plays a vital role. And while we can’t know how
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exactly it might have been “heard” in the mind’s ear of an initiated reader at its original publication,
our experience with pingshu reminds us that formulae in performance emerge clothed in
paralinguistic conventions that amplify their performative force. In this way, formulae like “rage rose
in his heart” and “they ate when hungry and drank when thirsty” provide an anchor point in the
ancient text from which to map out channels of communication that a purely literary analysis could

not detect.

Conclusion

Reading ancient texts for resonances of oral tradition is an accretive and therefore
permanently incomplete labor in which one begins with the documentary nature of the evidence and
hopes, at best, for a partial return. Yet it can exert a much deeper impact on our understanding of
imperial Chinese vernacular literatures than early Western scholars recognized. To begin with, the
fairly straightforward act of indexing formulae and reading for metonymy in Ming-era huaben texts
freshly connects some of those texts across a chronological spectrum without requiring us to dispute
prior claims about their historical provenance. We noted in Chapter 1 that the popular conception
of a genre’s teleological evolution from primitive oral “roots” to literary excellence doesn’t match
reality, as tales move between written and oral-performed narrative milieux that are constantly
influencing and appropriating from each other. By indexing metonymic uses of the “speaking
beauty” formula, for instance, we connect tales from Sixzy Stories and all three Three Words

anthologies that Hanan assigned to “early,” “middle,” and “late” periods,*”

suggesting not that
Hanan’s periodization is unreliable, but that the narrative tradition(s) behind formulae like “speaking

beauty” remained influential over time. By the same token, our indexed formulae also begin to

289 Aside from Dream at Qiantang, widely regarded as the earliest example of the huaben genre, JSTY 14 A Den of Ghosts is
also considered an eatly story; most of the material from Sixzy Stries, including The Road-Blocking Tiger, is placed in the
middle period, while most of the entries in XSHY are considered later works by Xi Langxian.
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demonstrate that the relationship between vernacular huaben and classical fiction is not as one-sidedly
hereditary as it might seem, as the inclusion of those formulae can transport a classical tale like
Dream at Qiantang out of the thematic conventions of its original genre and into another.

More importantly, the incremental work of identifying formulae as possible signals of
immanent tradition gives us a better chance of understanding what these texts have to offer and how
they communicate. As the passages above show, huaben can be extremely internally diverse, weaving
multiple voices and stylistic registers together in a relatively short narrative space; the harsh
criticisms of their literary quality, leveled by previous scholars who read them from a contemporary
critical standpoint™, further indicate that the text and reader were not playing by the same rules.
Comparative analysis of our handful of traceable formulae makes the texts in which they appear that
much deeper and more comprehensible, as it teaches us to recognize themes and story-patterns that
may be called into effect by a single poem or four-character idiom. In addition, our analogue of
contemporary performance reminds us that formulae in pzngshu storytelling are more than just
unadorned language; they are a layering of linguistic and paralinguistic conventions, sites of extreme
narrative self-awareness that stand out for their rhetorical force amid the flow of the story.
Following linguistically identical formulae backward from modern performance to ancient text, we
find evidence that their written counterparts also contribute centrally to the rhetorical contour of the
narratives in which they appear, suggesting those texts might have afforded early readers the

opportunity to recreate imaginatively the paralinguistic power of performance.

290 See Chapter 1 for a detailed review of these opinions, which were fundamentally guided by the tools and critical
priorities of Western New Criticism and paid no attention to oral narrative.
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Chapter 4: Reading And/As Petformance in the Sister Texts The Tale of Yunmen and Adept
Lz Crosses Yunmen Pass Alone

FRAPFBIE, EARRA L
SHEH CETUEY, BT RER T,

All talk of immortality ends in obscurity and haze.
What man has ever snapped the reins of fortune, or of fame?
Today I chanced upon the words of a tale, the Yunmen zhuan;
and breath) on breath of perfumed breezes cooled ny mortal frame.

This short poem, which opens the huaben story “Adept Li Crosses Yunmen Pass Alone”*”!

from Feng Menglong’s 1627 anthology Efernal Words to Awaken the World, signposts one of the most
self-evident cross-genre concordances to be found in vernacular literature from the Ming dynasty. A
full 83% of its text corresponds verbatim with the prose narrative sections of a unique chantefable
cthua text that was printed circa 1550 and is now preserved in the Palace Museum Archives in
Taipei.””” Although the chantefable’s title page is missing, the astonishing degree of concordance
with “Adept Li” indicates fairly conclusively that it is, in fact, the Yunmen zhuan (Tale of Y unmen)
mentioned in the poem above. An abundance of orthographical as well as rhetorical details that
appear to enable re-vocalization suggest that the Tale of Yunmen was utilized as a script, making it a
rare and valuable example of cross-pollination between genres of popular and performance literature

during the apex of commercial printing in the Ming dynasty.

21 (Feng, 1991), pp. 845-873.

292 ] was fortunate enough to be able to review the original manuscript in the Palace Museum archives on 18 May 2021.
It is printed on over one hundred double-folded sheets of thin bamboo paper. The ink transitions gradually from dark to
light on subsequent pages, until it darkens sharply again; the color change, plus frequent smudging in the lighter sections
suggests that the printers watered their ink to make it last longer. Two calligraphic hands, unequal in clarity and
symmetry, are evidenced. These details seem to indicate that the original edition would not have been expensive; though
the calligraphy of Yunmen is markedly better than that of, for instance, the Tale of Hua Guan Sno of the Jiading collection,
the edition is nowhere near as sumptuous as our eatliest copies of Feng Menglong’s Three Words trilogy.
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The story told by our textual pair is a tale of Daoist apotheosis achieved by escaping the
insular cycle of ordinary human life. Protagonist Li Qing, originally the pater familias of a wealthy
family in Qingzhou (Shandong province), descends the bottomless grotto atop Yunmen mountain in
an attempt to find a Daoist paradise, and while he succeeds, the preeminence of his earthly desires
get him sent back to the human world. Returning to Qingzhou, he discovers that fifty years have
passed and his family and wealth are gone; a blind singer who turns out to be his own grand-nephew
sings him the story of their house’s downfall. The helpless Li Qing falls back on knowledge gifted to
him by the immortals (a slim treatise on pediatric medicine) to reinvent himself as a doctor, then
lives the exact balance of his previous life curing children before finally escaping an imperial
summons to court through a voluntary death. As Patrick Hanan®” and Wu Zhen®* have noted, the
tale has roots in hagiographies of Daoist immortals — Li Qing among them — compiled in the Tazping
guangi in 978, but the Ming-dynasty story expands on the original record significantly and aggregates
Li Qing’s character out of details taken from the biographies of other famous Daoists. Major plot
movements are cyclical, and many are initiated via acts of retelling. The story’s legendary ending —
“A memorial hall still stands on the mountain today, with rites performed every spring and autumn”
— casts the entire thing as a form of retelling by interpolating itself (and thereby the reader) into the
history of a real place in real time.

Although comparisons both brief and extensive have been executed by literary scholars, this
textual pair has never been scrutinized from a perspective thoroughly engaged with oral narrative

and performance studies. When we examine it for the salient features of oral narrative per Foley’s

293 (Hanan, 1973a) 302 and passim.

294 (W, 2020), p.82. Wu’s 2020 monograph dives deeply into the textual and paratextual associations surrounding the
Yunmen text. It provides a complete and accurate set of statistics on the degree of concordance between Yunmen and
Adept 1z, and significantly updates Hanan 1973, which had been the only scholarly publication on this textual pair to
date. I am deeply indebted to Professor Wu for publishing such a thorough work, which also integrates careful textual
scholarship with a contemporary ethnography of folk songs from Qingzhou, and for answering my many questions with
patience and generosity.
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description — performance arena, register, and communicative economy — we discover that, even as
the short story strips away performative guidelines and fortifies the logical coherence of its own text,
it continues to incarnate the reader as a participant within a communicative space that functions like
a performance arena, populating that space with an imaginary “group” and imitating a “collective”
experience of the story by tightly controlling interpretation. The unique significance of the
performance arena function emerges in its interaction with thematic content. While the textual pair
happens to maintain a strong thematic focus on the act of retelling as reliving, the performance
arena forces us into a hands-on, participatory relationship with that theme and away from
disinterested, metatextual readings of it, suggesting an experience of reading that privileges re-
experience. While some of the edits made to the 1627 huaben version seem to weaken that sense of
participation (for instance, by removing the verse sections), the 1627 text still keeps a preponderance
of textual figures that signal the performance space, and maintains the integrity of characters with
obviously formulaic backgrounds. Editorial practices evidenced in the later text correspond
fundamentally with those employed on the twelve Three Words texts taken from the 1542 Sixty Stories
collection, thereby highlighting in Feng Menglong’s work a practice of textual leveling that mediates
between literary and oral narrative traditions. This further supports the conjecture that stories like
Adept Li and Tale of Yunmen evince a symbiotic relationship between literary and oral traditions,
making them Jybrids in the richest sense of the term.

The contemporary analogue for this chapter, a five-volume series of books titled Romance of
the Three Kingdoms Pingshu, offers a persuasive example of a hybridized oral-proximate text that
intentionally caters to the imaginative needs of initiated readers by enabling an act of reading that
resembles the re-experience of performance. These books, first published in 2017, present in textual
form the edited transcript of pingshn master Lian Liru’s ongoing performance of the traditional

Romance of the Three Kingdoms story; adapted for print by editor Liang Yan (also Lian’s disciple), the
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books also feature per-chapter QR codes that access the original performance recordings, allowing
readers to listen and read at the same time. Interviews with Liang Yan revealed a historical precedent
to this series from China’s Republican Era (1911-1949): pingshu narratives written by professional
Beijing- and Tianjin-area performers and published serially in local newspapers specifically for
pingshu aficionadi. These printed narratives, which reference the performance context intentionally
and in multiple ways, demonstrate yet another remarkable attempt by the performance community
to extend the reach of their synchronous, traditional narrative genre into (then) brand-new
asynchronous media.

This prompts new questions and opens up a new analogic point of reflection on the
transmedial potential of the huaben. While moments of media evolution prompt scholars to think
Jforward (What progress was made? What inexorably changed?), this act of looking backward alerts us
to the possibility that texts produced during media evolutions — from the smartphone to the
newspaper to the onset of commercial printing in the Ming — can and frequently do hybridize with
oral performance traditions in a manner that enables multiple modes of reception, including reading
as re-experience. We can identify the capacity of the Three Kingdoms Pingshu to reach across multiple
forms of asynchronous media to recreate the context of performance largely because it is happening
now and we can confirm its details; yet, were we to imagine a reversed situation in which we
encountered the book with no supporting evidence of a tradition (as we do the huaben), what forms

of evidence might point most reliably to its transmedial context?

The performative orientation of the Tale of Yunmen

Performance-oriented signals abound on every level of the Tale of Yunmen, tfrom the

orthography of the printed text to its narrative composition and textual rhetoric. Wu Zhen
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recognizes and collates many of these signals as narrative features in his 2020 monograph, Oz the
Yunmen zhuan Cihua, but it is up to us to unpack their connections to performance (and
performance-oriented reading) more completely. Doing so elucidates functional relationships
between narrative form and content that will inform our appraisal of the editorial changes made to
the 1627 “Adept Li” short story, which generally abandons the orthographical and compositional
structure of the whua chantefable yet preserves its rhetorical signals almost wholesale. It also invites
us to re-evaluate features of the Tale of Yunmen that differ significantly from earlier czbua texts, such as
its unique diversity of end-rhymes and its recapitulative structure, but do not conform well to the
“oral-literary” analytical framework that previous scholars have employed.

The Tale of Yunmen chantefable tells its story via 28 alternating sections of narrative prose
(the text that would later compose the huaben) and lyric verse. This latter category includes multiple
distinct lyric genres; while the seven-character, end-rhymed chua verse constitutes the vast majority,
we also find regulated verse (sh2), zan or cuan poems of ten characters per line, gnomic couplets, and
popular songs. At 37,500 characters, Yunmen is significantly longer than each of its ancestors from
the Shanghai Jiading County chantefable collection; it also features a much more equal balance
between prose and verse, at 35 and 65 percent respectively, than the Jiading chantefables, which
favor verse heavily over prose.

Opverall, the orthographical composition of the text suggests a reader group that could
identify the text as a libretto for a distinct genre of performance. Unlike the Jiading County

chantefables, prose and verse units in Yunmen are not marked by reverse-relief characters like

“speak” [3], “sing” ["8], or “recite”[E], a common feature of drama scripts that are unvoiced and

belong to the category of stage directions. Instead, the Yunmen text ensures that prose and verse

sections do not share lines, and the reader can differentiate between the two according to the
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absence or presence of regular per-line spacing — a convention which is observed universally by the
Jiading County texts. In addition, the seven-character lyric verses commonly contain two or more
characters at the front of each seven-character hemistich that are printed in a noticeably thinner line.
Hanan described these characters simply as “hypersyllabic”; their segregation via lighter print
suggests more specifically that they are meant to be spoken within a flexible upbeat before the seven
darker characters of the verse proper. To a certain extent, the hypersyllabic characters evince a
functional kinship with “padding characters” found in drama scripts from the Yuan onward, though
the latter appear to follow more flexible conventions regarding their position and length.*” The
“padding characters,” of which there are usually two to four per sung line, would very likely be
spoken or sung on the upbeat preceding the verse proper, as has been common practice in opera
and other sung traditions in China.

We find another, more hybridized orthographical key to performance in the extensive and
systematic use of miniature characters to gloss the pronunciation and tonal orientation of certain

characters. Nearly every page of the Yunmen text offers at least a half-dozen instances of these. Tonal

orientations denote, for instance, that certain characters should be enunciated with a “flat tone

77, “falling tone Z % and so forth, in order to align their intonation with the sung or chanted

296

melody; in total, the text provides over 300 such glosses.”” Phonetic glosses consist of simple

homophones provided next to certain characters that might have seemed graphically dense or

semantically obscure (for instance, & 4~ used to gloss [¥] &, meaning “heavenly gate,” and #f &)

295 See, for instance, an excerpt from Huolang dan, found in Schoenberger, Casey. “Storytellers, Sermons, Sales Pitches,
and other Deceptive Features of City Life: A Cognitive Approach to Point of View in Chinese Plays.” CHINOPERL,
38:2, p. 154.

296 (W, 2020), p. 100.
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used to gloss %4 4), meaning “craggy and steep”), though there does not appear to be a clear

standard by which characters (51 in total) were chosen to be glossed. Wu Zhen notes two instances

in which phonetic glosses access recondite pronunciations, the more rarefied example of which is a

gloss of fii 5 as pido, a reading only corroborated by one extant example in a poem by Bai Juyi.””

Yet these are clearly not inline footnotes of the sort commonly found in classical literary texts. While
both are small in size and referential in function, gloss characters appear to the right of unbroken
lines of primary text instead of in-line and between primary characters, indicating they are not meant
to be interpolated into the act of reading the way footnotes are. Taken together with their sonic
focus, the orthographical positioning of gloss characters suggests a more accessorial function similar
to dynamic notation in music, which is “read” concurrently as a guide to the production of melody.
At the same time, they also complete an end-rhyme scheme much more varied and lexically exact
than any found in the Shanghai Jiading texts and offer access — if only on the phonetic level — to a
significantly richer vocabulary. In Hanan’s view, this unfailing attention to poetic and musical

fullness pointed to an author “of some literary pretensions,”*” a

judgment which invokes the
traditional oral-literary binary described in Chapter 1 by comparatively associating aesthetic
complexity with the act of literary writing. Yet, given the gloss characters’ apparent subordination of
erudite language to the act of performance, we serve the text better by highlighting their syncretism.
They play a mediating role between complexity and simplicity, allowing the text to deploy a richer
and more rarified vocabulary than its Shanghai Jiading predecessors, while also guiding readers to a

simplified interpretation of said vocabulary. A lack of contemporary textual evidence (the Shanghai

chantefables being at least eighty years older) prohibits us from concluding whether Yunmen is

297 Ibid., p. 105.
298 (Hanan, 1973c), p. 301.
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unique in this respect, or part of a larger subgenre, but the evidence of hybrid functionality seems
fairly strong.

Moving from orthography to the most superficial levels of narrative structure, we find other
likely keys to performance, and to amateur performance in particular. The first is the text’s formal
heterogeneity. As has been mentioned, Yunmen tells its story through multiple distinct narrative
forms, which are spaced fairly regularly throughout the text. Every prose section is followed by a
section of seven-character lyric, while both prose and lyric sections can be interrupted by other
forms of verse (including the ten-character zaz lyric, the regulated poem, or the gnomic couplet, plus
one nursery rhyme and one gatha poem), and four of the lyric sections end with popular songs. Not
one of the forms involved is unique to Yunmen; all are traditionally recognizable and can be found
within multiple other vernacular and performance texts from the same dynasty, though the same
degree of formal diversity is not matched by earlier chantefable texts. Regardless of whether we
imagine Yunmen being read silently or aloud, alone or in a group, its frequent formal transitions
generate a rhetorical effect remarkably similar to an oral performance technique Mark Bender terms
“shifting,” in which “storytellers change from one sort of genre, style, register, mode, means or
communicative channel to another” in order to maximize the rhetorical power of the narrative and
to sustain audience attention.”” In the 1999 study of modern Suzhou chantefable (fanci) performance
in which he coins this term, Bender notes that performers of Suzhou #anci could accomplish rapid,
complex patterns of shifting between multiple narrative modes, which themselves belonged to a

23 ¢

traditional, genre-specific repertoire (in this case, “speaking,” “joking,

23 ¢

playing,” and “singing”), yet
also incorporated a wide array of adaptations intended to engage with the contemporary moment,

including topical joke material, interactions with audience members, and flexible musical styles. The

299 See Bender, Mark. “Shifting and Performance in Suzhou Chantefable,” chapter in (Berdahl, Vibeke, 199AD)
Copenhagen: Curzon Press, 1999, pp. 181-196 (quote on pp. 186-7).
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act of shifting generates a display of “communicative competence’”

that foregrounds narrative-in-
performance, while also providing the performing group with a fresh set of stimuli that are both new
(in the sense that the new mode differs from the previous one) and familiar (in the sense that the
new mode is also framed by tradition). The stylistic shifts in Yunmen are far too regular and
substantive to simply be ignored or read as mere ornament. Were the text to be vocalized, they
would enable a lively, formally rich performance, yet even if read silently, it would lead the reader in
a persistent aesthetic reframing that strongly invokes a performance context.

To prove this assertion further, we may point to what might be Yunmen’s most superficially
confusing feature: its practice of recapitulating the plot just narrated in the prose sections via the
subsequent segments of verse. Neither Hanan nor Wu Zhen offer conclusive explanations for this
phenomenon. Locating it within a broader spectrum of vernacular performance texts (“the repetitive
function characteristic of some chantefable literature”), Hanan describes it as a device to expand on
information delivered via the plot. He characterizes Yunmen’s totally unique use of it throughout as
“virtuosic,” although he finds that it makes the anticipatory sentences that end prose sections

“clumsy” 301

when subsequent verse retraces its steps; both judgments reiterate his belief in the
“literary pretensions” of its presumed single author by imposing a literary standard of interpretation.
And while recapitulation as a central structural feature is unique to the Yunmen text as far as we
know, our understanding of “shifting” in performance contexts offers a more holistic explanation of
its utility, namely, that prose and verse sections occupy different registers that invoke distinct

receptive frames and thereby convey different experiences to an auditor.””

300 With Bender, I take this term from Bauman (1977:11), who defines performance as a display of communicative
competence by a performer within a special interpretive frame; see Chapter 1 of this dissertation.

301 (Hanan, 1973), p. 302.

302 (Bordahl, 1998), p. 183.
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Yunmen makes frequent use of the device Hanan terms the “anticipatory sentence,” and

which performers of traditional Chinese storytelling today call a “hook” (kouzi 3=-F) — a verbal

gesture employed at the end of a prose section that creates suspense by foreshadowing the next plot
movement.”” Exactly half of the 28 prose sections (and prose sections only) end with such
sentences, which appear in uneven alternation throughout the text.’” Seven of these (half of half)
include single or coupled lines of gnomic verse within a formulaic rhetorical structure that appears
most often in eatrlier (early to mid-Ming) works of vernacular prose, such as The Water Margin,
Quelling the Demons’ Revolt (Pingyao 3huan), and the huaben of the Sixty Stories anthology. In fact, they
participate in a web of narrative formulae belonging primarily to the prose that encourage a
receptive experience similar to that of oral narrative, as we will shortly demonstrate.

Any simple assertion that the appearance of anticipatory sentences suggests an organic
connection to performance would invite necessary dispute; as has already been noted, it is as difficult
as it is important to balance considerations of an oral-derived text’s rhetorical environment versus its
potential historical circumstances. When discussing the function of anticipatory sentences in Qing-
dynasty drum ballads in her new book, Regional Literature and the Transmission of Culture: Chinese Drum
Ballads 1800-1937, Margaret Wan argues that, in general, they suggest a visual, rather than an aural
otientation for the text.”” Noting that the Chewangfu drum ballad manuscript Cases of Judge Lin,
which is likely more proximate to an historical performance context than any other of its genre,
includes very few such phrases,””” Wan quotes Ann McLaren’s assertion that the same is true of the

Jiading County chantefables because such narrative moments of suspense belonged so exclusively to

303 Examples in Yunmen include “In the end, will Li Qing survive this descent?”, “Who could know that, after half a year
of empty happiness, he would still need to endure six months of frustration?”” and several others.

304 See Wu 147 for a complete list.

305 “Such formulae appeal to the eye and setve to divide the text into explicit segments.” From (Wan, Margaret B., 2020)
P. 119.

306 According to Wan, less than one-third of the textual divisions in Cases of Judge Lin end with such phrases.
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the realm of performance that the chantefable authors did not see a necessity to include them in

print. To quote McLaren:

It did not occur to the authors of the chantefable texts that natural divisions of the sung narrative,
culminating in moments of suspense and storyteller questions, could be connected typographically to
segments of the text. It was the literati writers of the more sophisticated fiction in prose who
recognized the potentialities of the oral and textual traditions to create the typical chapter mode with
its climax and invitation to listen in to the next round. As in the West, this greater attention to the
visual as distinct from the auditory aspects of narrative division could be due to the greater
typographical control of written material that tends to appear some time after the development of
printing.(McLaren, Anne E., 1998, pp. 112-113)

McLaren, attributing the noticeable conventions of prose fiction to systematization by literati
authors, highlights the lack of anticipatory sentences in the Jiading County chantefables as evidence
of the sort of instability that increases in proportion to a text’s historical proximity to
performance.”” Surely, a professional performer would be capable of supplying such material on the
spot without the need of an aide memoire, but what about an amateur, re-vocalizing the text for a
private group of family or friends? A vocalizing reader who knew the tradition but did not practice it
professionally, and whose passive knowledge of it therefore outstripped her or his active
competence, would need the structure. Historically speaking, this possibility hardly seems
speculative, given the centrality of amateur performance in private circles during the Ming dynasty.””
Moreover, as we will soon see, an entire set of narrative elements in the text “turn on,” so to speak,
on a semantic level when the reader becomes a speaker.

But for now, as a speculative focus on a text’s possible historical circumstances hobbles our
close reading by appearing to deny the nature of the evidence, thereby putting the cart before the

horse, we should pay closer attention to the function of elements like the anticipatory sentence

within the rhetorical space of narrative. Although McLaren and Wan identify these sentences as

307 We can find more extreme examples of this instability in surviving examples of actual storytellers’ performance notes
and outlines, which are fragmentary and full of homophonic characters because most of the information was in the
petformer’s head. See Chen, Wulou, “Jiu shi chong ti shuo ‘huaben’,” D shu, vol. 10, 1994, pp. 148-9.

308 See He, Yuming, Home and the World. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2013.
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typographical devices, that is true only insofar as they appear as the last sentence of full-line prose
before a section of indented lyric — the indentation is the typographical device, not the sentence
itself. The typographical irregularity of their appearance in both the Jiading chantefables and in
Yunmen turther motivates us to turn from typographical to rhetorical functions. Meanwhile, the
assertion that anticipatory formulae in print chantefables signify a campaign of appropriation by
writers of “sophisticated fiction” to impose a “typical chapter mode” also need not deter us, since it
denies the existence of an organic connection to performance for which no one has yet seriously
searched.

The oral resonance of the anticipatory formulae in Yunmen extend beyond the obvious,
especially in comparison to Adept Li. Such formulae have been a central feature of Chinese oral
performance genres past and present, as McLaren thoroughly demonstrates in the pages just before
the passage quoted above, because they maximize audience engagement by ending the performance
at an unresolved climax. In addition, they also emphasize to the reader the eternally partia/ nature of
a story-in-performance. As folk performance researchers beginning with Albert Lord have noted,
storytelling traditions around the world commonly present individual performances as partial tellings
of a larger story that is ever-present — being the common cultural property of the group — but can
never be “fully” told in real time because the tradition is inexhaustible.”” In such oral traditions, it is
expected that every performance will be episodic in nature, with beginnings and endings signaled by
performative keys (conventional language as well as paralinguistic cues) the group recognizes. It is
important, therefore, to note the similarities between anticipatory sentences found in Ywmmen —

cither a single rhetorical question or an adumbrative statement, usually followed by gnomic verse —

309 Following Lord, most researchers describe the difference in terms of the song (the concrete performance event)
versus the Song (the unitary cultural entity). The former represents the latter pars pro toto and wields its affective power by
dint of that metonymic connection. For instance, central characters from the “Song” are always invoked in their
traditional entirety, regardless of the specific plot contexts in which each “song” presents them. For a demonstration of
the metonymic power of the Achilles character, see (Foley, 1991), pp. 135-89.
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and those in other early vernacular texts (such as those mentioned above) because they intimate the
presence of the kind of rhetorical conventions an initiated auditor would recognize. Although (as
McLaren points out and all evidence of storytellers’ genuine aides memoire suggests) a competent
professional performer wouldn’t need such performative keys on paper even if he were

encountering a specific tale through text for the first time®!’

, a re-vocalizing amateur would, as would
a reader expecting to interpret the text via pathways derived from performance. In this sense, truly,

elements like the anticipatory sentence are “for the eye,” but the eye is invited to operate very much

like an ear.

From chantefable to huaben story

At this point, contrasting Yunmen with the 1627 short story “Adept Li Crosses Yunmen Pass
Alone” offers insight into the distinct yet not fully divorced receptive orientations of both texts.
While we enumerate their differences, however, the hybridized aspects of Yunmen remind us that we
are not generating an artificial distinction between work entirely “for the ear” and “for the eye.” By
focusing on the communicative environments of the texts in question, and asking how they make
meaning without disputing their documentary nature, we are free to look more closely at the “mixed

signals”3 1

they offer.
Surely, evidence of editorial intervention abounds. A vast majority of the orthographical and

structural features of Yunmen discussed so far do not appear — or, we might say, have been left out of

— “Adept Li” as we know it. The full-length seven- and ten-character verse passages of Yunmen have

310 For instance, Albert Lord describes a practiced Yugoslavian gus/ar adapting an epic story he didn’t know from a
chapbook a friend read aloud to him. Although the gus/ar claimed, when speaking to Lord, that he had performed the
story as read to him “word for word,” he had in fact re-composed it using the formulae to which he was accustomed as
a performer. For a summary, see (Foley, 1995), p. 5.

311 Wan uses the term to describe certain kinds of hybridity that appear in the woodblock-printed drum ballads of the
Qing. See (Wan, Margaret B., 2020), p.83.
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been excised entirely, as have the gloss characters; although “Adept Li” appropriates plot
information and occasional verbatim snatches of the Yunmen verse text, no obvious evidence of the
alternating song-prose format remains. Nine poems remain, including gnomic couplets and sections
of descriptive verse, one of which has been expanded significantly by the short story creator(s).
Finally, half of the anticipatory sentences have also been removed from the prose of the short story,
coagulating the prose into much longer sections. On the page, it scarcely differs from the other
thirty-nine entries in Eternal Words to Awaken the World, with less frequent “shifting” actuated by
intermittent verse in between more contiguous and self-contained sections of prose. At this stage, if
we appraise the contrast according to what has been removed, we might conclude that “Adept Li”
outright removes the Ywunmen text from a more performance-oriented context and into a more
literary one.

In addition, a small yet noticeable number of textual insertions in the prose of “Adept Li”
draw further attention to the influence of an authorial hand because they either reinforce logical
coherence and informational completeness or introduce didactic elements unrelated to the thematic
structure of the text. Apropos of the latter examples, of which there are no more than four, Wu
Zhen notes convincingly that they construct a critical voice by satirizing government bureaucracy
and dramatizing economic inequality.’’” We will turn to one such example (in which the blind singer
in “Adept Li” is scorned by a classist middle-class audience) later on in this chapter during our
discussion of theme, but we should note that these insertions are more clearly compartmentalized
and less systemic than editorial changes in favor of completeness and coherence, which are broadly
observable in this text, the twelve Three Words stories that have prior concordances, and in

textualizations of performance narratives from other traditions.

312 (Wu, Zhen, 2020) pp. 137-40.
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We find a clear concern for logical and chronological coherence in the consistent addition of
minor details that fill what might be considered logical “gaps” in the narrative. For instance, after Li
Qing emerges, tired and hungry, from Yunmen grotto onto a scenic road, he laments finding no

place along the way that might have food (the text in bold is inserted in “Adept Li”):

He walked down the avenue for fourteen to fifteen /% feeling hungrier and hungrier. But there wasn’t

a single house by the roadside where he could buy food. And even if there were, he had no money

. 313
on him.

The addition of the final clause says something about the communicative context into which the
editor adapted the “Adept Li” story, namely, that the information contained within the text (as
opposed to information brought 7 the text by an initiated reader) represents a central standard for
interpretation, and that the reader is proceeding at a speed that affords them that level of attention
to detail. A more pronounced example of this arises during Li Qing’s first visit to paradise, when he
is summoned to the temple’s great hall for the first time and is astounded by its grandeur. The prose
narrative in Yunmen moves past simple description with conscious expedience, saying: “Looking up
at the great hall, he found that it was, of course, quite luxurious, just like the Palace of Heaven. We
don’t need to describe this in detail.””'* A fuller description of its luxury occuts in the subsequent

verse section, delivered via a formulaic pair of couplets.’” By contrast, “Adept Li” delivers an

WARE R, ALtwAZ, BPdrdithit. R EXA—BAR. BRR"C. BENE, BELAEZSY.
WM ERLE, BRER. W RFT MK BRL@R

315 The couplets, with hypersyllabic characters in italics:
What would you say you’d see amid the airs above the dais?
Only white clouds and red mists flying about together.
What would you say you’d see in the lines and corners below the dais?
Only purple pheasants and black cranes flying around each other.

"iE B ERAFTR? 2H aEFEELRYE,
il B T HARIT AT R A % T M.
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original poem on the throne room’s ostentation that models an act of exhaustive “seeing” as other

such poems within the huaben story corpus do, to familiar effect:

Looking up at the walls, [Li Qing saw they were] as luxutious as the Palace of Heaven, truly a
wonderful place. And all [we] see:

Red pillars refract sunlight, turquoise tiles mark the mists.
[They] lift a hundred-meter lacquered hall, build a nine-story white jade platform.
Shadowy trusses embossed in tortoiseshell, numberless pillars entwined with coral inlay [...]

Li Qing’s interior monologue becomes a particularly useful tool for interpreting the story as it
happens; for instance, “Adept Li” uses it to justify Li Qing’s unwise decision to open the northern

window:

There must be something marvelous about it that they don’t want me to see yet. But the Masters
have all gone to the feast, and who knows how long their trip is, so they might not come back

soon. If I open it quietly right now, how could they know?” ¢
In both Yunmen and “Adept Li,” Li Qing’s internal monologue serves to decipher his own
circumstances on behalf of the auditor. The handful of edits made to it in “Adept Li” increase its
informational scope while also beginning to alter its interpretive function by assigning it more clearly
to the character himself. For instance, when Li Qing discovers his own soul-calling placard’’ beside
the “Rotten Rope Pavilion” built for him on Yunmen Mountain, “Adept Li” takes pains to locate

the internal monologue within the bounds of the character thus:

“Why would they need to call my soul?” Reconsidering, he thought: “Yes, yes, when they saw me
descend into a dangerous place, and the wicker basket came back empty, they thought I’d died, so

N A EHRELE . RTRAREN, AR T IR, Fhe S BA, ALRE, LA
REF, AEIE R it T 2

317 Zhao hun bei %3304, used in an ancient ritual of summoning the soul of one recently dead back to inhabit an item or

items of clothing, which are then ceremonially interred.
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called my soul in this place.” Then, he reconsidered again. “Eh? Can it be that I really did die, and
only my soul has returned?”

By further “internalizing” Li Qing’s interior monologue, “Adept Li” creates distance between that
voice and the primary level of the narrative — if only inconsistently, as the same editorial behavior
does not repeat in most instances of internal monologue. Compared to Yunmen, in which the
explanatory internal monologue speaks at the same level as the rest of the narrative and would
therefore be much closer to both narrator and auditor in a re-vocalization, this seemingly minor
editorial change in “Adept Li” nuances the communicative context by distancing a particular voice
from narrator and auditor, and thereby giving the text greater room to “stand alone” as arbiter of its
own meaning. In line with the editor’s reinforcement of informational fullness and logical
coherence, this change makes “Adept Li” more reliant on its own information and less so on
information brought to it by informed users. Changes of this same nature also appear frequently in
other vernacular fiction texts in the Three Words trilogy that have previous textual incarnations.”®
And yet, the differences just described above suggest porous distinctions, not exclusive ones,
between Ywunmen and “Adept Li.” If we look carefully at what persists in both texts, we find
significant interconnection amidst disruption — the lotus root breaks, but the fibers hold. For
instance, conventional poetic shifting still occurs in “Adept Li,” if much less frequently, while six of
the fourteen anticipatory sentences remain. One might well ask: why keep any of it, the latter
especially, in a work of literary fiction meant for individual reading? McLaren describes anticipatory
sentences as an attempt to impose the “typical chapter mode” employed in long novels, but the
episodic divisions of text in both Yuumen and “Adept Li” are so wildly irregular in terms of length

and plot movement as compared to the novel chapter that we would need to assume incompetence

318 Here I am referring specifically to the twelve texts in Three Words that also appear in Sixty Stories, published fifty years
prior to the first of the Three Words collections. Those texts, which I have compared individually and at length, evince a
spectrum of changes in Three Words that are generally similar to those described here.
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on the part of these texts’ creators in order to make such an assertion. But if we examine Yunmen
and “Adept Li” from a perspective that presumes artistic agency and textual sufficiency — the
capacity of the textual product to do exactly what its users wanted it to do, as we discussed in
Chapter 1 — we might instead recognize evidence of a narrative aesthetic that accesses multiple
communicative traditions.

Strengthening this surmise are another suite of narrative elements adopted almost wholesale
from the chantefable into the short story that quite clearly invoke the oral-resonant communicative
frame which we describe as the performance arena, a rhetorical context that guides interpretation by
invoking the conditions of performance. The shared text of Yunmen and “Adept Li” does this by
populating its narrative space and requiring participation. Itincarnates a first-person “storyteller”
that unites narrator and reader, especially during re-vocalization. It then reinforces the second-
person character implied by the “I” using specific language, and strengthens the feeling of
communal activity happening in space by “pointing” to characters as they appear and act, thereby
controlling the reader’s sensory experience of the story and forcing them to “summon” characters
and events to hand like a participant in an event instead of observing them from a critical distance.
This mode of reading, defined by its immediacy and communality, more closely resembles the re-
living of a collective experience than the viewing of another world, and therefore massively
foregrounds the folkloric associations of the text’s subject matter.

The first-person narrator of the Yunmen chantefable is constructed both directly using a first-
person pronoun, as well as indirectly via a familiar vocabulary of meta-narrative stock phrases, such

2y ¢

as “thus it was seen,” “here the story splits,” “now [I] instead speak of,” and so on. Although Wu
Zhen characterizes these particles as indicative of a third-person point of view,”"” I interpret them as

first-person, since their governing verbs imply a first-person subject. The explicit first-person (“1”)

319 (W, 2020), p. 93.
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appears only three times as a narratorial voice, each within the same commentarial construction that

begins with “I figure™:

[When Li Qing gives away most of the money earned through practicing medicine] I figure Li Qing
was a single man, so didn’t need much for his daily expenses.

REAFFRMEEY T BZR AR

[When the locals request that Li Qing be exempted from labor conscription] I figure the
townspeople’s request had no other motivation; it couldn’t have just been pity for his old age.

RAAALFRTE, LB RELERE?

[On the limits of Li Qing’s Daoist expertise] I figure Li Qing came back from the Immortals’ palace
with a book on medicine and absolutely nothing else.

REFFAIMMEE, BT —ARETEF4H,
The first example above, situated in a prose section of Yunmen, appears in both texts, while the
versified examples that follow only appear in the chantefable. This means that although the explicit
first-person lacks the presence in “Adept Li” that it has in the chantefable, its appearance in the later
huaben is not an accidental addition.

By contrast, the presence of meta-narrative stock phrases is quite noticeable. They function
here as I described in Chapter 2 — as conventional keys to an oral-resonant rhetorical “performance
arena” which control the interpretation of the story. Significantly, their frequency and composition
in this textual pair suggests both a connection to and an adaptation from the earlier ¢ibua tradition

that may have been inspired by prose narrative. For instance, while several of the 15*-century

Jiading czhua overwhelmingly prefer the verb chang *§ (sing) for meta-narrative transitional phrases in

their verse sections, or intermix chang with shuo 3 (speak or tell) in verse while holding to shuo in

their prose sections, the Yunmen chantefable doesn’t use chang at all, instead employing permutations
of shuo in both verse and prose. The chantefable’s most common meta-narrative phrases are gie shuo

(“now [I] shall tell””) and dan jian (thus it was seen), appearing several dozen times throughout, and
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most frequently in verse as “padding characters” before the sung line. Vibeke Bordahl’s tabulations
of meta-narrative phrases in select Ming-dynasty chantefable, hu#aben story, and novel texts calculate a
majority of instances of gze shuo and dan jian in short- and long-form prose than with the chantefable
corpus, making them (in her estimation) more likely a part of une écriture vulgarisante™ than an oral-
derived narrative style. We have noted in Chapter 2, however, that Berdahl’s statistics (taken from
samplings of plain tales, chantefables, huaben, novels, and one subgenre of contemporary
performance) seem to suggest multi-genre inter-influence as strongly as they do exclusive genre
dependence, with clearly performance-proximate texts sharing and borrowing stock phrases from
literary-proximate ones. In addition, a survey of the four Jiading chantefables Bordahl doesn’t review
uncovers additional usages of stock phrases she associates with written prose, including multiple
instances of hua shuo (a formulaic introductory particle meaning “the story says”), gée shuo, and hi
Jian, the functionally identical counterpart to dan jian. From this perspective, the meta-narrative stock
phrases in the Yunmen script offer another example of multi-genre influence within a performance
text, in line with its other features (like phonetic glosses and a diversified rhyme scheme) that both
participate in and uniquely adapt the ehua chantefable tradition. That “Adept Li”” appropriated all of
the same language at least seventy years later reinforces the obvious but important point that the
narrative language of chantefable was perfectly acceptable in the huaben.

The chantefable/huaben story textual pair further populate their receptive space beyond a
first-person speaker via explicit second-person references and the deictic use of demonstrative
pronouns. The second-person 7/ (“you”) appears regularly in both the prose and verse of Yunmen,
particularly in apparently conventional structures beginning with 77 £an (Look thee!) or #: dao (What

would you say?). We highlight a few examples below:

320 (Botrdahl and Wan, 2010), p. 106.
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Look thee at how unshakable was Li Qing’s resolve to leave:
He stopped up his ears and shook his head as if he heard nothing.

RAEFFEEMTER EFHEAMRH

Look thee: Li Qing trusted his family’s wealth; yet that immortal saw it as naught but air.

R FFSHERRE, WA R —ER

What would you say he saw in the airs above the dais?
Just white clouds and red mists swirling in tandem.
What would you say he saw left and right below the dais?
Just purple pheasants and black cranes flying together.

REBERAFTRL? "BAGTAEELRE [45)
RIE BT 4 AT R RA SRR XBIMM

Both structures perform explanation; #7 £an focuses the reader on a specific interpretation of the
story as it is happening, while 7 dao poses a rhetorical question that anticipates a readerly question in
order to immediately answer it. Answers to #/ dao rhetorical questions can take multiple forms, a
significant number of them employ ywania: (“it turns out that”), a formulaic particle employed in
early vernacular texts to provide information which the characters of a tale know but the reader does
not.””" which the narrator provides information that wasn’t previously known, frequently in tandem
with yuanlai (“it turns out that”). Although 77 dao and yuanlai are both also used alone, together they
form a recognizably conventional construct: a rhetorical question-and-answer that anticipates

questions about the story. Here are three examples from the prose:

What kind of book would you say this is? It turns out to be a book on medicine, specifically for curing
pediatric diseases.

RiBEAE, RAPBEE? AARARE, HE LN RmE.

Would you say it’s possible to go down that hole? Of course he died. It turns out that my entire family
relied on his good fortune.

RBBE R, TALTEHLH? BRILT. REARRELRAMM—EIEN o

321 By Wu Zhen’s tabulation, yuanlai appears a total of 54 times in the text; close reading confirms its total uniformity of
syntactical position and meaning,. Its fixed position in a sentence makes highlighting symmetries and differences easy; for

instance, ynanlai contrasts quite cleatly with ¢izhi B % (how could he know), which relays information that neither reader
nor character knew before.
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Why would this northern window not open, would you say? It turns out that the city of Qingzhou
itself sat right under its eaves.

REEZMAE ALGH RG> LR—EAMNIK, EBELELTZIT.
The first two examples appear in both Yunmen and “Adept Li,” while the third is expanded in
“Adept Li” to incorporate Li Qing’s internal discussion about whether to open the north window
(using language lifted directly from the corresponding verse section of Yunmen), though it retains the
rhetorical question format.

Finally, Yunmen and “Adept Li” reinforce a sense of group presence in the receptive space

through what seem to be the tiniest of natrative patticles — i3 zbe and AR 74, the demonstrative

pronouns meaning “this” and “that.” These are used to focus our attention on characters in the
story in a manner that would seem redundant to a literary reader, such as when Li Qing is caught
opening the northern window and the text reads: “That Li Qing hurriedly closed the northern
window and made his way to the main hall.”*** The 7« in this and other such instances within our
textual pair (of which there are many) is exactly the sort of meta-narrative particle that scholars have
described as a semantically empty device used to shift narrative focus.” Yet in Chapter 2 we identify
these particles as aspects of the “performance arena” stylistic framework that predates what came to
be known as the “storyteller’s manner,” and their role in this textual pair is, critically, identical: they
enact the “performance arena’s” control over sensory reception and generate a populated,
participatory receptive space by invoking the presence of a pointing speaker and seeing viewers.
Identifying this sort of communalized, participatory narrative mode in both a performance
text and its immediate sibling invites us to consider the possible influences of a practice — or at least

an heritage — of reading aloud. And indeed, when we envision performance speech as a narrative

AR EEik i ELE, AT,
325 (Bordahl and Wan, 2010), p. 87.
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mode in this context, we find that it coheres and thereby enriches textual elements that might seem
separable and insubstantial on their own. Take, for example, the instantiation of a first-person
textual voice that we have located in the Ywnmen chantefable. Whereas the habitual silent reader
might be tempted to interpret it as a fictional other against which he should position himself as a
fictional reader, the re-vocalizing reader is invited to unite those two textual roles within the third —
the persona of a singer in performance. I use the term persona intentionally, because the form of the
third role is determined by a special lexicon of terms that operate according to traditional, not
textual rules. Furthermore, conventional language implies conventional standards to which a
competent re-vocalizer would feel pressured to conform; that pressure would be significantly
amplified by constant textual demands to “speak to” imaginary group members and “point to”
characters as they act.’”” The assumption of a traditional persona, therefore, invites the revocalizer to
create a mimetic “performance of telling,” which is itself a well-documented feature of oral
performance traditions the world over.”” It also reveals to us the semantic substance of meta-
narrative particles like gie shuo and dan jian that pepper the Yunmen chantefable, and explains their
relative ubiquity compared to the explicit “I””: when animated with a voice, they present (and
therefore define) the voice-in-action which is responsible for conducting the story as a collective
event.

In the case of “Adept Li,” that animating voice is perhaps much more likely to be an heritage

than a live practice, given how many keys to performance usage have been stripped and logical

324 Thus we can see the fundamental difference between the first-person voice of a performance-proximate narrative like
Yunmen versus that of the literary novel: while any reader could potentially “perform” a first-person textual narrative
(even one that constructs a storyteller figure, such as Joseph Conrad’s Hear? of Darkness) by reading it aloud, the form of
that first-person speaker would be uniquely determined by and accountable to that text alone.

325 Although it would seem reasonable to define storytelling performance as a form of diegesis, as opposed to the
mimetic act of stage drama, invocation of a traditional persona for the storyteller in performance is a well-documented
practice in oral traditions around the world. In certain cases, that persona appropriates a divine, mythical, or mytho-
historical identity, as when ancient singers of the Homeric rhapsodies invoked the figure of Homer himself as the
“singer” of the song; in other cases, the persona is less specific, or explicitly representative of a community (an “I” who
speaks for a “we”).
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scaffolding added. Yet ample evidence remains of a receptive context that is organically
performance-oriented; we can imagine “Adept Li” as a text produced for an “eye” that is competent
to function like an ear, regardless of whether the lips are moving or not.”* To be sure, “Adept Li”
appears within a shifting stylistic landscape: as observed in Chapter 2, the deictic ghe and 7a gradually
disappear from the huaben short story vernacular as the genre progresses into the late Ming, while
other narrative particles proliferate or change meaning, signifying an apparent shift in the
communicative framework. Inconsistent preservation of these particles in “Adept Li” stands against
that trend, at least in this single but significant example; it also mirrors an editorial behavior evident
in twelve other texts that appear in the first two volumes of the Three Words anthologies as edited
copies of versions published in the Six#y Stories several decades eatrlier. Those twelve texts also
overwhelmingly demonstrate the same clear focus on narrative fullness and logical coherence, as
well as an inconsistent preservation of particles like the deictic g/e and #a, that we have identified in
“Adept Li.” Certainly, this may complicate past conjecture over Feng’s involvement in the creation
of the 1627 anthology in which “Adept 1.i” appears.’”’ Yet it also clarifies for us the degree to which
“Adept Li,” despite being stylistically indistinguishable on its own from many other huaben stories,
generates a rich hybridity by allowing oral-proximate and more authorial standards of narration to

intermingle.

Reading, retelling, reliving: a unique receptive experience

326 See (Wan, Margaret B., 2020) She quotes a story on the very first page of the work about a Manchu bannerman found
silently reading a drum-ballad, suggesting that the text was “for the eye” rather than a performance-oriented libretto “for
the ear.”

327 Patrick Hanan, who named Feng Menglong as author of many of the Three Words stories, contended that a majority of
the entries in the 1627 final anthology, Eternal Words to Awafken the World, are the product of an unnamed third author,
potentially Xi Langxian, the putative author of the Chongzhen-era story collection The Rocks Nod Their Heads, about
whom next to nothing is known.
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The populated, patticipatory receptive context of Yunmen/Adept Li is not simply a stylistic
affect; it represents a mode of reading that differs widely from that of Western literary-critical
traditions in terms of its aesthetic objectives and its relationship to truth. I refer to this mode as
“reading as reliving,” because its receptive context encourages the reader to relate to narrative ideas
as constituents of an ever-present, shared story to be re-experienced in “real time” in the
imagination. We see it at work in the interaction between narrative form and content in the
Yunmen/ Adept Li textual pair, particularly in the construction of the central character, as well as in
the concatenation of primary themes, which also happen to depict the practice of story-retelling as a
metaphor for the cycle of human life. These major items of content, seemingly rife with superficial
inconsistency and inaccuracy, do not necessarily reward the dissociative critical reading practices
shaped by the technology of the written word™”; instead, they privilege integration, unification, and
sensitivity to the affective power of traditional ideas, which are made possible via the rhetorical
performance arena. The mode of “reading as reliving” erases critical distance (and, therefore, irony)
by forcing readers to participate in the tale’s creation, and subordinates informational accuracy in
favor of symbolic resonance. Thus, despite the “Adept Li” editor’s decision to apply a “literary” eye
to a select few passages in the huaben, both texts encourage reading as a form of self-identification
through collective experience, as opposed to an individualized discovery of a self-contained textual
world.

My elucidation of “reading as reliving” as an interpretive mode echoes Jin Shengtan’s
description of the style of the vernacular novel, interpreted by Paize Keulemans in Sound Rising from
the Paper, yet differs fundamentally from Jin’s by recognizing its functional relationship to content as
evidenced in oral traditions. Jin, via Keulemans, focuses on the “spectacularly affective” style of

vernacular literature as a united means and end, i.e., guided sensory overload itself generates an

328 See Chapter 1 of this dissertation.
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immersive, affective relationship with the imagined tale. As I argue in Chapter Two, Keuleman’s
identification of the mimetic effect is absolutely on point, yet evidence from both contemporary oral
traditions and ancient texts suggests there is more to the interpretive process. This form of mimesis-
inducing sensory control, which we find consistently at work in traditions like Beijing pingshu, also
operates as a means of enabling a collective experience of tradition in which participants bring
characters and events they already know back to life by pointing and sensing. In the analogue half of
this chapter, we will see how a pingshu performer adapts traditional methods of character
introduction (a stylized stream of formulaic description known as ka7 /ian, or “opening the face) in
order to reinvigorate the force of tradition. The sensory components of Guan Yu’s ka7 lian, for
instance, are spectacularly immediate and information-dense; they would not overwhelm a listener or
reader who knew every word, but would generate affective power by reincarnating the figure. Jin
Shengtan, who is writing specifically about the Shuibu huan, understands this “spectacular
affectivity” as a literary device intended to draw focus to the illusory nature of narrative itself, a
disembodying action which Keulemans cites as proof of the literary appropriation of the narrative
mode. In the case of the Shuibn, a many-lived text with a complex relationship to oral tradition, this
may certainly be true; we have already noted in Chapter Three how the Shuihu appropriates
metonymic formulae for text-specific purposes. Yet the relationship between the narrative mode and
central elements of content in our textual pair indicates that spectacle is not the point; the
communicative frame is the key to re-experiencing a world that lives beyond the text.

The character of Li Qing is one such central item of content that responds more richly and
coherently to the tradition-oriented mode of reading just described than to literary analysis. We have
already noted that Li Qing is an historicized fictional character, first mentioned in an anthology three
centuries after his supposed birth; neither is he an “original” nor originally derivative character in the

fictional sense. Instead, the Li Qing of Yunmen/Adept Li is an amalgam of multiple characters,
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presented simultaneously in the narrative present; one might say he contains multitudes. Many of the
central details of his life have been appropriated directly from the hagiographies of other Daoist
immortals — specifically, those of Zhang Guo, Luo Gongyuan, and Ye Fashan, arguably the most
renowned Daoist saints in the mythologized story-world of Tang emperor Xuanzong. All three of

these saints appear as living characters in the Yunmen story when Xuanzong orders them to summon

Li Qing for an audience. Meanwhile, the palace official they send to fetch him, Pei Wu 3 B, is

named in Zhang Guo’s hagiography as the person sent to fetch him; in that tale, Zhang Guo avoids
three imperial summonses, twice by faking death and once by auguring the herald’s arrival and dying
the day before, just as Li Qing does. The discovery of an empty coffin occurs in Zhang, Luo, and
Ye’s stories alike, while the detail of an abandoned grass sandal in Luo Gongyuan’s coffin also
mirrors Li Qing’s story; like Li Qing, both Luo and Ye are seen after their death.””

Clearly, a tradition of some kind is at work instantiating a character out of a chorus of
references that, together, represent a unified idea. Yet the relationship between that tradition and
literary sources is not easily definable; it too features an amalgamation of narrative elements of very
diverse origin. To begin with, the Yunmen/Adept Li story syncretizes two story-types that are
generally kept separate in earlier classical literature, namely, the “journey to a timeless Daoist
paradise” story-type and the “Daoist hermit attains immortality in defiance of the emperor” story-
type. The original Tasping gnangi tale, “Li Qing,” focuses overwhelmingly on Li Qing’s journey
through paradise and his return to a mortal world much changed; salient details put it alongside
nearly four dozen other stories of the same type collected in the Tazping gnangi” Yet the
circumstances of Li Qing’s second life in the mortal realm, including his repeated avoidance of

imperial demands, follow much more clearly the pattern of the second story-type. Moreover, the

329 (Wu 2020), pp. 82-3.
330 Wu Zhen, Yunmen zhuan yanjin, p. 45.
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interstitial events connecting the two story-types in the Yunmen/Adept Li tale do not originate from
cither, but carry instead very different resonances. When the head immortal in Yunmen/Adept Li
sends Li Qing out of paradise and back to the mortal world, he gives him an enigmatic gazhad (a type
of verse originating with intoned poems from Buddhist scripture) that will guide his future actions:
“When you see a stone, go; when you hear clappers, ask; live next to gold, and escape before the
robe.””! This gatha, which foreshadows for the reader critical events in Li Qing’s second life, closely
resembles three garha offered to heroes in the Shuibu 3huan, including one given to Lu Zhishen by his
master, which guides him to Liangshan and Song Jiang: “When you meet forest, begin; when you
meet mountain, enrich yourself; when you meet waters, arise; when you meet the tiver, stop.””* All
three gatha in Shuibn employ this form and fulfill the same adumbrative function as the

Yunmen/ Adept Li example.

Another similar interstitial event is the downfall of Li Qing’s wealthy family, which occurs
while he is visiting paradise. His grand-nephew, the blind singer Li Qing encounters by his family’s
burial ground, informs him that because of their wealth and overall competence, his family members
were all pressed into service by the Sui-dynasty warlord Wang Shichong, a supporter of Li Mi’s
unsuccessful bid for the throne, when Wang’s army came through Qingzhou. From an historical
perspective, this is sheer nonsense; Wang Shichong was based in Luoyang, and never came close to
Qingzhou. Yet the referent here is not official history, but tradition: as Wu Zhen points out,

chantefables and fictional prose tales of the Sui-Tang transition use Wang Shichong as the

B3R EwAT, BEwM, BemE, AEmil

W BRmAL, BLdmE, BAKME, BILdmik, see Chapter 5 of Shi, Naian, Shuibu zhuan, Shanghai: Shanghai guji
chubanshe, p. 71. Although popular interpretations of this first gazha in Shuibn abound, most agree that the characters /i
and jiang (forest, river) represent the eatly hero Lin Chong #k#¥ and protagonist Song Jiang R JT. Likewise, the last two

nouns in the Yunmen gatha are also names, jin (gold) referting to Jin Da 4 X, the magnanimous young man who will

become Li Qing’s benefactor and neighbor, and pei (robe) to Pei Wu 3 B, the imperial envoy who will travel to
Qingzhou to summon Li Qing to the capital.
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conventional antagonist of Li Shimin, the second emperor of the Tang dynasty who — in the tales,
not the histories — won the empire for his family, then gave the throne to his father. The tale of
“Wang Shichong seizes men” figures centrally in that body of texts; its inclusion in Yunmen/Adept Li
further indicates the influence of a system of meaning (like an oral tradition) for which accuracy and
truth need not always be the same.*”

Likewise, the anecdote of Li Qing’s involvement with emperor Gaozong’s attempt to carry
out the Feng-Chan ritual sacrifice on Mount Tai — a final detail in the Taiping gnangi biography of Li
Qing, but a central event in Yunmen/Adept Li — references a similar standard of truth. The Taiping
biography cites it as Li Qing’s presumptive ascension to immortality: “In the fifth year of the
Yongzheng reign, he bid his students goodbye, saying, ‘I am going to Mount Tai to watch the Feng-
Chan ritual.” After that, nothing is known of him.””* In Yunmen/ Adept Li, however, Gaozong’s
abortive attempt to carry out the ritual signals Li Qing’s participation in the enlightened-hermit
story-type. When Gaozong’s plan is first announced, Qingzhou officials press ordinary subjects into
service building roads because “the road to Mount Tai must come through Qingzhou.” The
conscription order includes Li Qing, by now a famous pediatrician and a very old man. After a
neighborhood petition to have Li Qing exempted is refused by the magistrate (who was “from
Guangdong, where they believe in witchcraft, not medicine”), Li Qing astounds the community by
correctly predicting that the emperor will cancel the entire event. When they ask how he knew, he
recalls hearing a children’s song that predicted the failed attempt. As Wu Zhen points out, the salient
details of the Feng-Chan story are either basically inaccurate or at variance with their textual
counterparts. Qingzhou was nowhere near any probable route from the Tang capital to Mount Tai,

upon which Gaozong successfully performed the Feng-Chan ritual in 666 CE. Moreover, the

333 (Wu, Zhen, 2020) p. 64.
334 See fascicle 306, p. 232 of (Li, 1995).
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children’s song rewrites an historically referenced version that ridicules Gaozong’s failed ascents not

of Mount Tai, but of Mount Song &1L in Henan province in 676 and 679 CE.*” Yet historical

accuracy is clearly not the point. Just as the amalgamated details of the Li Qing character in
Yunmen/ Adept Li suggest a formulaic character that is greater than the single text, the details of the
Feng-Chan narrative event prioritize the integrity of the greater story-pattern and its connection to
Qingzhou and Shandong province. Character, setting, and story-pattern are presented as truths, a
priori, with which the reader is re-acquainted via the rhetorical performance arena.

We find further evidence that Yunmen/Adept Li encourages “reading as reliving” in the
story’s consistent emphasis on the act of telling and re-telling as a mode of locating oneself in the
world. This thematic focus, which is more evident in the chantefable but persists in the buaben,
interpolates narrative participants (both readers and potential listeners) into the story-as-event in two
ways: by repeatedly stressing the importance of lineage (both religious and secular), and by utilizing
the act of re-telling as a central plot device. Emphasis on a story’s place within a cultural lineage is a
common feature of performed narratives both in China and worldwide; the origin story provides the
unifying parameters of group identity and directs participants to recognize the performed tale as
their shared property. Eleven of the twelve Shanghai Jiading chantefables begin with an origin story
of some sort, and nine open with the line “Ever since Pan Gu split Heaven and Earth.””* With the

first few pages of Yunmen missing, we cannot say for sure if it employs a similar opening, though the

335 The song Li Qing quotes in Yunmen runs thus: “Mount Tai is high; how many stories hence? No doubt it can be
climbed, but they never get the chance. Thrice they send horses and men, just to match around in place” (F:L %, &
BB RMBERIF, BlIMRFRE ZEMES, B FITHA). ltis a vernacularized version of a thyme quoted in
both the new and old Tang histories in reference to Gaozong’s failed ascent of Mount Song, and is recorded in the
Taiping gnangi under the title 31 7 #k “The Feng Ritual on Mount Song.” For specific citations of these instances, see Wu,
p.81.

36 4 4 4 X Hu. The exceptions are “Xue Rengui Campaigns in Liao,” “Zhang Rengui,” and “Liu Zhiyuan Chases
the White Rabbit,” which is organized more like a drama script than a chantefable.
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possibility certainly exists. We do know that that the prose natrative of Yunmen/Adept Li goes to

great length to establish timelines, as in the prose section below:

But now we tell: From the time Li Qing opened his clinic in the fifth year of the Yonghui reign of
Emperor Gaozong, time really flew by, and suddenly it passed the sixth year [of Yonghui]. Then came
five years of [the] Xianqing [reign]; three years of Longshuo; two years of Linde; two years of
Qianfeng; two years of Zongzhang; four years of Xianheng; two years of Shangyuan; three years of
Yifeng; one year of Tiaolu; one year of Yonglong; one year of Kaiyao; twenty-seven yeats in total.

This year was the first year of Yongchun. A decree came unexpectedly saying that the Emperor would

travel to Mount Tai to perform Feng—Chan.337

This detailed account of the Tang imperial timeline echoes a similarly thorough ruler-by-ruler
summary of the Sui-Tang transition given to Li Qing by the blind singer a few pages eatlier.””® Both
accounts are historically quite accurate — the named periods are in the correct order and of the
correct length — and surprisingly thorough, as they interpolate the reader into the chronological
framework of the story. Narrated explanations (first in prose, then in verse) of the history of the
Feng Chan ritual take similarly painstaking care to bring the reader from the ritual’s very beginning
(the idyllic reigns of the first Emperors) to its repeated failure by imperfect emperors from Qin
Shihuang to Emperor Wu of Han to Tang Gaozong. This carefully-told tale of failure sets up the
contemporary imperial failure (Gaozong’s third try) which Li Qing will predict. Similarly, the
narrator and Li Qing take care to link the critical points in his story to prominent characters from
Daoist mythology (figures like Wang Ziqgiao, Bao Gu, Ding Lingweli, the “Kettle Doctor” Hu Gong,
and the Yellow Emperor), invoking them in Li Qing’s speeches as precedent for his actions. While
all of these figures can be traced to textual sources like the Han-era Biographies of Immortals, they are

also all constituents of the pantheon of popular Daoism by the late imperial period, as Wu Zhen

337 Yunmen p. 108, “Adept Li” 802.
338 See “Adept Li” pp. 798-9.
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points out.” They offer yet another example of a traditional interpretive framework with which the
reader is invited to connect.

Both reader and characters engage with frameworks — and the world around them thereby —
via a process of re-narration. Li Qing’s own journey is strongly helical — from Qingzhou to the
mountain grotto, then to paradise; out of paradise and back to Qingzhou; back from Qingzhou to
the mountain, then back down the mountain to his tomb, where his clothes are butied; back to
Qingzhou for another 72 years of life, then finally back to paradise. At each point, he lives or re-lives
the story of his of his initial descent through memory or the stories of others like the blind singer.
The tale of his descent and the subsequent passage of time (his family’s dissolution over time)
doesn’t get through to him the first two times he hears it; not until his own great-grand-nephew re-
tells the story does Li Qing figure out where he is and how he must move forward. And by the time
Li Qing finally returns to paradise seventy-two years later, his tale has been told and re-told into
legend both in his world and in the reader’s.

One particularly poignant scene in Yunmen/Adept Li, Li Qing’s return to Yunmen Grotto,
exemplifies this mode of understanding the world through retelling, interestingly, within an instance
of dramatic misinterpretation. When Li Qing returns to Qingzhou to find his hometown changed
beyond recognition, he retraces his steps to the mouth of Yunmen Grotto, where he finds an old
pavilion called “Rotten Rope Pavilion” that is inscribed with a memorial to his descent (and dated

“Year Four of the Sui,” the only date he recognizes). He absorbs this information thusly:

Li Qing thought: “This, of course, is the path up Yunmen Mountain. Since when was there a pavilion
here? Let me go see what sort of pavilion it is.” It turns out that on it was written, “Rotten Rope
Pavilion, erected in Kazhuang Year Four.” Li Qing said: “Of course! In old days, a woodcutter once
encountered immortals playing chess. After he watched one round, he had no idea how much time
had passed, but the axe-handle sitting beneath him had rotted away. Today, people tell the tale of the
‘rotten axe handle.” It must be that my many descendants figured that I used the ropes to descend
Yunmen Grotto before going off to meet immortals, and left the ropes to rot on the mountain. Thus

339 Chapter 2 of (Wu, Zhen, 2020) pp. 46-72.
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they built this pavilion and named it “Rotten Rope Pavilion,” that my deed should be known far and

wide as a beautiful story.”*

This is, of course, an instance of dramatic irony: Li Qing hasn’t absorbed the fact that the ropes he
used lay on the mountain for so long they rotted away, so he is reading the reference metaphorically.
Yet for him the legend isn’t a metaphor, but “historical” precedent; its story is his reality, which he
will engage with successfully a few pages later when he locates himself within his great-grand-
nephew’s tale.

The populated, patticipatory style of the Yunmen/Adept Li narrative — the rhetorical
performance arena — invites us to make that tale-based reality ours as well as his. We might argue
that this is more true for the Yunmen chantefable than for the huaben story, as the former presents
every act of retelling and reliving twice, via different registers; it also demands of its user(s) a greater
degree of participation by including more performative shifting and by uniting the reader more
explicitly with the singer/narrator. Additionally, the huaben creator has also increased distances
between reader and textual world by emphasizing characters’ interiority, and by inserting a small
amount of social commentary that reflects an authorial viewpoint. And yet the presence of a
performance-derived receptive context remains strong, and the unique relationship it enables
between reader and text — integrative instead of dissociative, affective instead of analytical — suggests
a reading practice that reproduces a communal experience and privileges the affective dimension of
ideas. Factually incongruous or inaccurate details coalesce around the setting of Shandong because
the affective power of place constitutes a form of truth for a certain community of readers; the same
goes for the character of Li Qing, whose persona has assimilated the lives of so many others, and for
the figure of Wang Shichong, whose anatopic presence is a traditional (and thus, on some level,

emotional) necessity.

340 Yunmen p. 100.
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The communicative mode of reading as reliving, enabled by a powerful performance arena,
is the razson d’etre of the characters, settings, and story-patterns in the huaben corpus which scholars
like Hanan identified as belonging to the “common storehouse of convention.” It encourages a
connection to those literary ideas which resembles recognition rather than discovery, confirming
them as constituents of a readership’s cultural life-world. In the texts we surveyed in Chapter 3, this
dynamic is easily identified. It justifies the seemingly anti-heroic actions of Liu Yong in Hong 1 Lix
Qiging and the central characters of GJXS 15 $hi Hongzhao and the Tiger-Dragon Meeting, whose
affective power takes priority when it is accessed, and explains the chronological, spatial, or logical

inconsistencies of the stoties that most clearly represent the “demon-slaying”"!

genre, the central
characters and scenes of which are afforded more gravity than the text-specific details of their
occutrrence.

This communicative mode also operates side-by-side with more text-specific modes in other
huaben texts from both Sixzy Stories and each of the Three Words anthologies, including several of the
Daoist stories from JSTY and XSHY, as well as human-intrigue tales that don’t seem obviously
linked to a greater tradition. XSHY 14 The Promiscuouns Zhou Shengxian Makes Trouble in Fan Hall favors
nearly all the same stylistic particles that Yunmen/Adept Li does (including clifthanger sentences, the
ni dao/ yuanlai pattern, i jian, and the deictic #a) in its tale of the romantically imprudent Zhou
Shengxian, who “dies” of disappointment after her romance is forbidden, only to be revived by the
sexual violations of a grave robber, then killed outright by her original paramour, Fan Erlang, who
thinks she is a ghost. The ending, in which Zhou Shengxian’s spirit visits Fan Erlang in dreams while

he is in prison for her murder, then the presiding judge Bao Cheng is ordered in a dream to release

Fan, resembles the endings of GJXS 4 and JSTY 33, which also employ spectral visitation by a dead

341 Identified by Patrick Hanan as a distinct and internally coherent group of tales within the stories he considered to be
of the oldest provenance. See



217

character as a way to ensure the tale’s karmic balance. In both of the latter cases, concordant texts in
Sixcty Stories indicate that the endings were likely added by Feng Menglong in what feels like the first
wave of a strongly text-based trend, as the working out of karmic calculus (in which everyone gets
exactly what they deserve according to their merit) becomes a central narrative priority in later
anthologies like Slapping the Table in Amazement and The Rocks Nod Their Heads. Tales of this sort pose
conflict as a problem, then narrate a unique solution, performing a convention not dissimilar to that
of the traditional Western detective story.’*

Feng’s decision to balance the moral accounts of certain tales has already been observed and
cited as evidence of Feng’s authorial role in the production of the h#aben in his anthologies. And yet,
as with Yunmen/Adept Li, the vast majority of the tale in GJXS 4, JSTY 33, and in ten other
concordant texts makes it through. A flexible editorial ear is in evidence. If “Zhou Shengxian” had
an ancestor, as many of the Three Words stories clearly did and as the prose style itself suggests, we
can imagine an affective connection between an initiated reader and an uncareful maiden who avoids
dying for love only to be murdered by superstition. Shengxian could be read as more than a merely
fictional example of unladylike behavior, justly punished by a moral universe; her decadent romance,
lurid graveside revival, and dramatic, pathetic death are inextricable parts of a capital-s Story. Thus it
is possible that readers who could relive through reading understood characters and storylines like
Zhou Shengxian’s not as goods in a storehouse but as denizens of a collectively remembered

environment that gave and re-gave the community its emotional weight.

342 See Tsvetan Todorov’s landmark essay, “The Typology of Detective Fiction, in (Greer, 2010) pp. 291-301.
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Analogue: The Multimedia Pingshu Romance of the Three Kingdoms and its Ancestry

The comparative analogue for this chapter features a recently published, six-volume series of

books entitled Pingshu Romance of the Three Kingdoms (pingshu sanguo yanyi 3% % = B i& %), an edited

transcription of pingshu storyteller Lian Liru’s ongoing performance of the traditional tale, adapted
for the page by her senior disciple, pingshu performer and editor Liang Yan. The text of the series
merges the narrative worlds of traditional oral storytelling and print media in several fascinating
ways, including by attaching a QR code to every chapter to allow users to read while listening to the
original performance. Textual analysis supplemented by interviews reveal how the creators used
cutting-edge asynchronous media to recreate the receptive context of oral performance and enable
“reading as reliving.” A further discovery that they modeled the project after a precedent — serialized
pingshu publication in Republican-era periodicals — demonstrates how written text and oral
performance in China have continued to exist symbiotically, and how even a badge of hyper-
modernity like a QR code represents a tradition of oral performers utilizing media revolutions to
their art’s advantage.

The six-volume, two-thousand-page softcover series entitled Pingshu Romance of the Three
Kingdoms is such a deeply hybridized entity that it might be better described as a “textual product”
rather than a mere set of books. It merges classical literature with popular folklore, oral performance
with writing, and print media with streaming audio. It is a transcription as well as an appropriation
created by editors who are also performers in collaboration with the original storyteller. It
simultaneously engages the aesthetic standards of literary narrative and traditional pingshu storytelling,
an art form that is itself emergent (that is, constantly adapting to its social context(Bauman, 1977, pp.
37-45)), to construct a textual environment that reproduces the receptive context of performance,

enabling a mode of reading I term “reading as reliving.” Although some of the technology used to
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achieve that objective is extremely new, the project itself is not; the series’ creators view their work
as an extension of a Republican-era tradition of serially publishing pingshu stories in newspapers for
readers who knew and appreciated the art. The discovery of a precedent demonstrates that, as a
hybrid text, the Pingshu Three Kingdoms is not unique, but simply the latest product of an oral narrative
ecosystem which exists symbiotically with textual narratives (as many oral performance genres do),
and which has repeatedly taken advantage of media revolutions to expand access to the performance
experience.

The first volume in the series was published in 2017 by Zhonghua shuju; their original plan
was to publish ten total volumes in the wake of Lian Liru’s live performances, although the global
COVID-19 pandemic has delayed their work significantly. In 2019, I purchased volumes 1 and 2 at
live performances in Beijing, at which I had the pleasure of observing Lian perform the Three
Kingdoms tale live; she had just gotten to the well-known storyline “Zhu Geliang Captures Meng Huo
Seven Times.” Four more volumes of Pingshu Three Kingdoms were published before and during the
pandemic; unfortunately, these have become impossible to procure internationally for political and
pandemic-related reasons. Lian’s senior disciple Liang Yan, a senior editor at Zhonghua shuju,
oversees the print side of the project from start to finish. After each of her live performances, the
audio recording is transcribed to text; Liang Yan oversees its adaptation into print, while the
recording is prepared for release on the popular audio streaming app Ximalaya. The book volumes
are organized as one chapter per performance, while the audio files are bundled per book volume,
such that the books and audio recordings are presented as a single multimedia product on both
platforms. Tying the textual and auditory sides together are QR codes printed at the beginning of
each chapter, which allow the reader to access the recorded performance of that chapter through
their smartphone and thereby listen along as they read (or follow the text as they listen) if they so

desire.
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This practice of dual-media reception (which I attempted, pen in hand) invites the reader to
hold each narrative loosely in the mind and generate meaning through recognition and resonance,
making it unexpectedly analogous to the original pingshu practice of mediating between an imagined
“book” and a performance context. The reader-and-listener of Pingshu Three Kingdoms must maintain
distance from the two media because neither are true, uncut “originals,” and space exists between
them. The audio may sound like a single continuous take, but that is the illusion of expert editing —
some amount of performance content has been cut. The text has also been edited in various ways.
Excisions abound, as do substantial passages which feel added because they are not in the audio, but
are in fact restored segments of the live performance. Finally, the text is peppered with meta-narrative
comments and suggestions, which address “untranslatable” aspects of the historical performance
event or offer advice on correctly interpreting the narrative. These meta-narrative comments appear
in-line, in brackets, and in a different font, such that they resemble author’s notes, marginalia, and
stage directions all at once.

The excisions in the text are the most formulaic in nature. Summaries of action up to the
present moment (a ubiquitous feature of pingshu performance) are frequently cut or pared down
significantly, as are other kinds of restatement. In an interview, Liang Yan observed that, while the
narrative precis is a traditional and necessary component of pzngshu that brought the audience up to
speed, it significantly impeded the reading of text.”* A minority of personal digressions are excised,
and a few detailed discussions of central characters are pared down. This subset of excisions,
however, reflects no discernable principle; for instance, though several of Lian’s short digressions
into Peking opera are cut, others are preserved.

Additions to the text generally fall into three separate categories: corrections, restorations,

and the meta-narrative commentary. Corrections include replacing misspoken words or names,

3% (Liang, 2021b), 2:00-2:48.
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filling in informational inconsistencies in the narrative (when the performer says one thing in one
session and another thing in a subsequent session), and correcting specific references to the Romance
of the Three Kingdoms text. Referencing the actual “book” being told in performance in order to build
persuasive power is an integral feature of pingshu, a term strictly translated as “appraising books.”
The performer will say, “If you look at the original text of [book], it runs thus,” then proceed to
quote the book, paraphrase, and present an interpretation. In traditional practice, the reference made
to the “original text” (yuammwen) might range quite far from the source text, but “accuracy” in the
textual sense is much less important in a live session than the performed interpretation because the
actual reference point is the collectively-known szory, not the specific text. Liang Yan’s corrective
edits in Pingshu Romance strongly re-textualize the narrative by prioritizing both its internal coherence
(aligning chapters with themselves and each other) and its relationship to the Ming-dynasty novel.
Substantial restorations — passages cut from the audio and brought back in the book —
almost always take the form of digressions about contemporary culture, media, or Lian’s own history
as a performer or as the scion of a performing family. Many feature comparisons to TV or movie
adaptations of classic stories, or involve light-hearted references to herself, her husband, or her
students. For example, as Lian narrates the punishment of the Han literatus Cai Yong after he was
found weeping over Dong Zhuo’s body, she notes that Cai Yong was born in Yu, now the county of
Qixian, which is the setting of the first pingshu story she told after the Cultural Revolution ended.

The book restores the following digression, excerpted here:

On this point, I should say a little more. Back then, Cui Wei was directing the film .7 Zicheng at Beijing
Film Studio, and when he ran into problems, he invited us pingshu storytellers to come in. He invited
the master storyteller Li Xinquan, who told the episode “Liu Zongmin Crosses the Han River on
Horseback,” and he invited me, too, but after Li Xinquan finished, I didn’t dare perform. Why? The
audience was full of movie stars...I didn’t dare perform. But Cui Wei still took a shine to me, and
invited me to his house for dinner afterward. [...] He said: “I invited you not because I wanted you to
petform, but because I want you to play Madame Gao [in the movie].” [...] Then he passed away, and
my dream of the movies fell apart for the second time. The first time was when I was young. Chen
Bo, a director from 81 Film Studios went southwest with my father to do propaganda (anti-
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American Korean War propaganda). When he saw me, he said, “Wow, this kid has such big eyes,

she should come make movies with me.” But my father wouldn’t let me go. [...] Oh well, I guess I'll

0 back to pingshu. [...]"**

RREME, RRLERMG. FFLTEYEARERLLFELEN <FAR, ALRTH
ATF*, RERMARETOFRT. RFENRARXRETREEE, T K [BFRAREEE
T LF TR FEERTERR, RAKR. AHE? RTLOHRZREYHL -
KA KS, pREH, EREMALRT, RERFELLMMR L EmR: KHF
R, TAREKRBLERE, RBFEHES A HRF_HFERXERET, K2
THFELAMR. BAF . F—E2 AN GE, \N—FHE K BB EKRIEE M IRK
XAHNEGHESR (REBIFEALEM), ERMNRARLKT. (¥, SR TFRFEEEK,

REFEHEC, | REAFEKL 77, REARTC,

The text in bold is an in-line editor’s note. Like most of the other restored passages, this digression
speaks directly about Lian’s life and the people in it. Digression is, by any measure, an essential part
of contemporary pingshu, it is part of the sub-discipline of ping, “appraising,” in which the storyteller
interprets and evaluates the “book” being told in order to connect her listeners to the tale and
strengthen her own performative authority. Performers like Lian’s own godson, Wang Yuebo, are
renowned for spending as much time on digressions (and other forms of ping) as on the story
propet, because digression allows them to showcase their wit and power of observation.”” That said,
Lian Liru is herself not a particularly digressive performer, perhaps because she was trained in an era
in which pingshu performers were expected to perform an entire “book” in three months or fewer,
and it is her habit to digress only a handful of times in an hour-long performance. On average, the
text features four or five substantial digressions per chapter, while the audio reduces that number to
two or three. The most noticeable and most significant divergence occurs in Chapter 20, “Fearful

for the Nation, Diao Chan Prays to the Moon,”* in which Lian dives into several forceful analyses

344 (Lian, 2017), p. 279-80.

3% Wang Yuebo, former partner of the nationally-known cross-talk performer Guo Degang, has accumulated a huge fan
base, largely because his performances are as funny and as relatable as they are engrossing. Since it is his habit not to
“give much of the book” (ge/ shu hen shao) per performances, many of his landmark tales have lasted for several years —a

practice for which his godmother and fellow disciples often tease him onstage.
346 yol. 1, pp. 231-242.
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of the Diao Chan character — her fictionality, importance to the plot, and her role in reflecting the
patriarchal structures around her. While the audio cuts six passages from that chapter, the text
preserves a fuller, more genuine representation of a senior female master of Chinese traditional
performance whose onstage image as a woman is informed and reinforced by a performative
authority earned through decades of competition in a male-dominated environment.
Meta-narrative insertions, which appear parenthetically and in a different font, enrich and
sometimes complicate the receptive experience by functioning differently in different contexts.
Sometimes, they document important non-verbal aspects of the historical performance, describing
performed gestures, or audience reactions; other times they are stage directions, inviting us to laugh;
a glossary of Beijing dialect for non-speakers, or an authoritative guide to the hidden mastery of
Lian’s performance. In addition, an extreme minority of these instances take the first-person voice,
as if Lian herself were speaking to the reader on the level of the text. I offer examples of each sort

below:

As Li Bu was staring at Diao Chan, she lifted her head, and the two communicated their love with
their eyes. I can’t describe that for you, can’t really demonstrate it, so maybe we should bring Wang
Yuebo up to perform it with Number Four (points at Liang Yan)? Nah, Four’s got such a dopey

demeanor, he can’t really pull it off; Number Two, though (points at Jia Lin [her daughter]), he does
b3

a pretty good jo
BAAERE, BE—HA, MEAMKENE. KEARGER, FEE, RPN L
F, FRRE (BRF) H? BEXORAFEN, CERAREMESR;, 2= (BEH) &

‘/‘};‘{3\0

I’m not the kind of person to waste words; I would never spend seven years on a single story (tacet
reference to Wang Yuebo taking seven years to tell the Romance of Sui and Tang; audience

laughs loudly). 348

REATRR, Fl—dERts: (BRIFAK KEE> #RTLE, BEXK).
Wang Yun planned to send someone well-spoken and observant of others, someone persuasive to

deliver the coronet to Lii Bu. But who? That’s it — send a storyteller, storytellers have talent. After
deliberating a long while, Wang Yun decided: Send Wang Yuebo over (Note: punch line).”*’

347 vol. 1 p. 246.
348 Thid., p. 260.
349 Thid., p. 239.
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IRATHR—ERFTIA, LHAGRS
EF. ERRD BT, KREHC, wWE
ak).

BE. RPAGRPANABRLEH, £ LEZTH
ARAF, TRETFR, RAKREC (F:

[Narrating the battle at Hulao Pass] Liu Bei-Liu Xuande watched from the ranks, thinking: My
brothers both went out there, so even if martial skills aren’t as good, I should go, too. We made a
vow, our foreheads on the ground, that if we couldn’t be born together, we could at least die together,

so I can’t spend all my time here ‘soaking’ (Beijing dialect, meaning to loiter or to wait

passively) >0

AR TR ARY —F, ARTRMALET, RWFRA TR, L7 EL AR,
FRE—AHARERT T, THRFAL, BERL, KARRAELSHE (LFLE, #E.
HRFFNGED),

[1f Guan Yu] had no talent, how could we get “Three Heroes Battle Lii Bu at Hulao Pass”? Of course,
if you want to hear “Three Heroes Battle Li Bu,” that’s next time. We won’t get there today, so you’ll

have to remember to come back next time (Here taking an opportunity to lay groundwork for
future business, enticing people to come back for more. This is a petformance technlque)351

Bfent, EERFMZERSHM g4, ERREE [ZXB2H ) ATET, 4XR
FET, TOETAZR (SEFRELITHLRE, FARKTAER, B —HF
%) o

“Hey! A true man ought to use his strength for his country, what are you sighing about?” (For this
sentence I speak from the diaphragm, so it’s very forceful)352

() KX K#EZABR LS, ATAREL? | (EHFRANGATER, REAY).

[At the end of a chapter] (Note: The four lines of this chapter’s opening poem each relate the
first appearance and the death of four different characters. This sort of framing mode of
presentation is extremely unique; the control of appropriate narrative length that it requires
tests the performer’s capability)?>?

(iZ: AREWOYHGFIANRTEAGE ERTE, SHMREBORATEREH,
FERBBERFRRANNER)

Some of the meta-narrative comments serve an image of historical performance by relating non-
verbal actions that actually occurred, while others highlight actions where they should occur, even if

they did not — notes on audience laughter and applause do not always correspond to the audio

350 Thid., p. 190.
351 Ibid,, p. 174.
352 Tbid., p. 17.

353 Thid., p. 292.
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recording, while the common insertion “(INote: punch line)” appears to be more a direction to
readers than a report on an audience reaction. These comments’ indistinct relationship to historical
fact is simply another aspect of their flexibility, as they perform different functions for different
users. For pingshu aficionadi, they recreate the illusion of a historical performance; for non-local
readers, they provide a lexicon; and for those unfamiliar with the performance genre, they teach the
rules of pingshu reception. Although a very small number (two or three per hundred) take a first-
person voice, they are by no means strong enough to cohere all the commentary into a single textual
voice. The one unifying characteristic of the comments is a commitment to generating a receptive
context that mimics performance, which differentiates them from other forms of textual annotation
and commentary; although they also invoke the presence of a unique third voice in the rhetorical
space of the text, the voice is fextual but still performance-oriented.

With the above discrepancies accounted for, the rest of the Pingshu Three Kingdoms text
accords almost perfectly with the audio recordings, its dual-media format reflecting the same
dynamic, adaptive energy that comes through strongly in the performance text itself.”>* Its narrative
features a creative mediation between tradition, text, and diverse audience that perfectly exemplifies
the concept of emergence — the capacity of an oral tradition to maintain its vitality and traditional
power by refreshing its resources and modulating its narrative framework according to social
context. Romance of the Three Kingdoms is an old standard of the pingshu tradition, and had once been
famously a part of Lian Liru’s father’s central repertoire; Lian Liru herself performed it in her

professional debut in 1959, at the age of seventeen, and has reprised it many times over the last six

354 Despite potential claims to the contrary, Beijing pingshu is neither dead nor dying. When I obsetved performances in
2019, my first time returning to the scene in five years, I found packed houses four days a week at five different locations
across Beijing. Younger performers are even adapting Western bestsellers like Harry Potter and Gamse of Thrones for live
pingshu performance. When the pandemic hit, performers partnered with Bohong Bookstore (a subsidiary of Zhonghua
shuju) to create an “online story arena,” which began broadcasting live sessions that restarted in January 2023. Senior
petformers Lian Liru and Tian Lianyuan have both written textbooks for organized pingshu study, and the art has entered
the curriculum in certain collegiate settings.
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decades. This time, however, she approaches the tale from a different angle, acknowledging and
departing from aspects of the tradition which she believes have become obsolete. Instead of starting
with Liu Bei, Guan Yu, and Zhang Fei’s vow of brotherhood in the peach orchard or the whipping
of the imperial postmaster as most performers have done, she begins with the political intrigues of
the infamous Ten Eunuchs, because the oppression of the official class by imperial relatives initiated
the political collapse that opens the story. Observing the more well-worn depictions of characters
like Liu Bei, Cao Cao, and Guan Yu, she recasts them for the listener by diving more deeply into the
political contexts that shaped them. In Chapter 3, in which she devotes an entire session to
discussing Cao Cao, she contrasts prior performers’ conventional descriptions of Cao Cao —
diminutive stature, pale face, arched eyebrows — with Cao Cao’s incredible capabilities, then deepens
the contrast by referring back to the vow in the peach orchard (which she recites verbatim) and
noting how Liu, Guan, and Zhang’s dedication to fraternal righteousness (y2) led Liu Bei to throw his
kingdom away. Her rationale for making these interpretive decisions is not critical — nowhere does
she suggest her predecessors are “wrong,” per se — but practical: the audience is too smart and
literate to be satisfied with the old descriptors. “Cao Cao may have been short,” she notes, “but he
was a remarkable figure. If I had said that back in the day, the whole audience would have left. But it
seems to me that all of you nowadays enjoy it; you like to look deeply into (yanjin) Cao Cao.”>

Another characteristic example of Lian reforging tradition — not abandoning or repeating it,
but remaking it — occurs at the end of Chapter 12, as the famous scene “Chen Gong Captures Cao
Cao and Releases Him” concludes. After describing Chen Gong regarding the sleeping Cao Cao
with newfound disgust after the latter murders an innocent man’s family, Lian ends the performance
thusly:

After arriving at this conclusion, Chen Gong drew his sword to kill Cao Cao.... There’s no clifthanger
ending here. If I were to say here, ‘if you want to know what Cao Cao’s fate is,” it would be

355 Pingshu Three Kingdoms, vol. 1, p. 31.
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ridiculous! If Cao Cao dies, there’s nothing left to tell. This passage is known as “catching and
releasing Cao Cao.” Chen Gong abandons Cao Cao to go off on his own; Cao Cao sends an official
summons to collect the Eighteen Dukes and seek revenge on Dong Zhuo; Guan Yu beheads Hua

Xiong before his ale cools; three heroes battle L Bu at Hulao Pass; for all these exciting episodes,

. . . 356
we’ll continue in the next session.””

Ry BB R, T Fa SR EH BRAF KZBY RS, hBERAEEZ
To KRR (BRI GHRMGMT), BREARH? FHREILT, FEHTLRART
BHREY I REXE ) REETRE, GRESEBE T ASHETREL, BREHF
e, REMZERSH, AFFTH, THER.

On the one hand, she makes a joke out of the conventional “hook” sentence (ko 'er) used for scenes
in which a major character’s life is in danger because employing it in this instance would insult a
contemporary audience’s intelligence. On the other hand, immediately after she undercuts one
aspect of her tradition, she moves to affirm another aspect by invoking the popular titles of scenes
still expected to make up the eatly chapters of the Three Kingdoms tale. In another example, she
introduces both Liu Bei and Zhang Fei by introducing the linguistic set pieces that describe them,
known in pingshu as “disclosing the face (kai lian),” phrase by phrase amid translation, instead of all at
once.” One might surmise that she does this either because the audience is tired of the convention,
or because they’re unfamiliar with the language and need it explained; regardless, the initial, dissected
kai lian sets the stage not only for Guan Yu, whose face disclosed 7z media res, in all its traditional
glory, but also for later reappearances of Liu Bei in which the £a/ /ian generates rhetorical power.”
In addition, most of the traditional language Lian Liru employs still requires no explanation,
suggesting that her audience remains fluent in the rich vocabulary of narrative formulae that define

the pingshu genre. Formulae for putting on armor, speaking persuasively, drawing a sword, giving in

356 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 141

357 Once again, she presents the tradition in self-reflective manner, saying: “Crowds of people gathered around to read
the imperial proclamation. One among them heaved a great sigh. Turning toward the sound, the other bystanders
saw...what’s this part of the story called? ‘Ka/ /ian.” So it’s time to disclose Liu Bei’s face.” See vol. 1, p. 9 and 17.

358 For example, when Gongsun Zan is miraculously saved by Liu, Guan, Zhang, and Zhao Yun all at once (vol. 1,

p.219).
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to impulsive anget, firing an arrow, and arraying one’s troops™” are invoked frequently and at great

>0 modulate tone and

speed, while other conventional structures like the appellate-as-epithet formula
invoke the traditional presence of central characters when necessary. The Three Kingdons Pingshu
preserves nearly all of this formulaic language and presents it without annotation or adornment,
requiring the reader to deploy a certain degree of performance knowledge in order to receive the full
hermeneutic burden of the language. The presence of implicit requirements such as this suggests
what Liang Yan would eventually confirm in an interview, namely, while the text makes some
accommodations for the general reader, it is intended primarily for readers who know pingshu very
well, and who will interpret it via reference to the performance frame.

I call this interpretive mode “reading as reliving” both to highlight its specific focus on re-
experience and to insinuate its difference from text-centered modes of reading more generally. Its
rhetorical space is populated by teller, reader, and other referenced group members, and privileges
communal experience over individual interpretation. It is also participatory, not only because the
narrative tightly controls sensory experience through formulaic language, but also because group
members must engage their own extra-textual cultural experience in order to experience the full
weight of the story; the £a7 /ian for Guan Yu does not so much describe the hero as summon him,
an act in which all group members participate. Finally, this mode privileges an affective relationship
to narrative over an analytical one by inviting the reader to recognize elements of narrative content
361

as constituents of his own cultural lifeworld, not as textual phenomena that carry on without him.

Although the editorial decisions described above (from the QR-code link to interlineal commentary

359 See volume 1, pages 84, 107, 114, 124, 225 respectively.

360 See Chapter 3 of this dissertation.

361 Lian Liru’s performance of ping — the ping in pingshu, which we might translate as “appraising” — supports this affective
connection, perhaps paradoxically, by simulating an act of reading that re-integrates a scene or character back into the
communal story in a new and vital way. Lian’s updated appraisal of Cao Cao, for instance, or her observation that Diao
Chan is totally fictional do not in any way diminish those characters’ roles or traditional force within the tale — to the
contrary, they affirm their place in it. Her performance of diegesis accomplishes a mimetic effect that draws characters
closer to the performance group instead of distancing them.
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to the editors’ alignment of certain information with the original Three Kingdoms text) nuance and, in
some cases, limit the engagement of this mode of reading, the Pingshu Three Kingdoms still asks to be

received very differently than would the textual product of a non-oral-proximate tradition.

As an iteration of tradition: Printing pzngshu in the Republican era

When I asked Liang Yan in our first interview how he expected audiences to use a book that
provided both text and audio at once, he explained that Piugshu Three Kingdoms was designed to
participate in a historical practice dating back to the Republican Era (1911-1949) in which local
newspapers serially published pzngshu narratives specifically for aficionadi of the art. This represented
a significant potential development for the study of oral storytelling and/in print in general and of
Beijing pingshu in particular, because it hinted at the existence of a body of print pingshu narratives
generated by performers for performance-attuned listeners. Although Liang couldn’t name any
specific publications when asked during the interview, he referred me to a group of researchers
living in and around Beijing who have been painstakingly collecting evidence of this practice from
archived Republican-era periodicals. Their official tabulation lists over fifty separate serialized
publications linked to pingshu performance by title, sub-heading, and author.”** As I have continually
corroborated their findings through targeted database search, I have uncovered a growing corpus of
printed tales that demonstrably participate in both performance and print narrative traditions, and
that utilize the medium of the daily paper to expand access to a performance art.

Review of the texts I have read thus far invites several preliminary assertions. The first is that

many more pingshu performers participated in new media (radio and periodical) production during

362 T am deeply indebted to the leader of the group, Zhao Shijie, for sharing the results of eight years of research with me
after only a brief introduction. He and his team have gone page-by-page through the remnants of several dozen different
northern Chinese newspapers over periods spanning decades.



230

that time than might have been previously imagined. At the height of his career in the ‘20s and ‘30s,
Lian Liru’s father and mentor, the famous storyteller Lian Kuoru (known as “quiet-streets-quiet-
alleys-Lian Kuoru” because his radio performances emptied the streets) was recording as many as
three performances a day while contributing written drafts to multiple papers. Looking over the
evidence, it would seem that he was as much the rule as the exception; though Lian Kuoru appears

to have produced more than anyone else, deeply incomplete digital archives still turn up a wealth of

serialized stories explicitly connected to pingshn authored by Chang Jiemiao # A% #%, Niu Jiesen 2 %

A%, Zhao Zhengsheng #% iE. 5, Zhang Rongjiu 7k % 23X, and many other well-known pingshu

33 We know from Lian Liru’s memoirs that Lian Kuoru wrote his own

performers of the time.
drafts, while having no more formal education than anyone else in his profession; as a member of
the Beiping Pingshn Research Association (Bezping pingshu yanjin xiehui), he was also responsible for the
production of story texts for instructional use.”** At the very least, this should move us to challenge
the conventional wisdom (especially common among Chinese performers) that oral performers

36

before a certain point in the 20® century were commonly illiterate.”® Not only could many of them

363 It seems that some of the most enthusiastic publishers of printed pingshu were hyper-local papers like Shi Yan Bao, in
which Lian Kuoru’s famed articles on folk performance (later collected as Jianghu congtan) first appeared, New Tianjin
Daily, and others. Many of these daily newspapers are now lost or mostly incomplete; S5 Yan Bao, one of the most
significant for this study, is hard to find in general, and only available in physical archives. Famous serialized pingshu tales
by the abovementioned artists include (Chang, 1929) ; (Niu, 1938); (Zhao, 1937); (Zhang, 1937), as well as those we will
highlight below.

364 According to Wang Jingshou /£ % & in (Wang, 1997) pp. 14-29 and 284-98, The Beiping Pingshu Research

Association was founded in 1918 by master performers Shuang Houping # /& 3% and Pan Chengli #% 3% L. Wang cites

(Chen, 1958) and (Wang, 1982), who also relied mostly on oral accounts from older performers, and in fact very little is
known about the activities of the Association beyond the fact that they produced an unknown number of printed tales
for instructional purposes. One such text, Lian Kuoru’s printed edition of The Great Rise of the Song Dynasty (Da xing
Song), sits in a glass vitrine in a very small performance space hosted by the Beijing Xuanwu Wenhuaguan in the former
Xuanwumen district.

365 Scholatly estimations of popular literacy over the last several centuries have generally moved away from (frequently
class-based) dichotomies of the literate versus the illiterate into more nuanced models that recognize different areas of
literacy. David Johnson, for instance, imagines a fairly diffuse gradient of literacies based primarily on professional
requirements for individuals as early as the Ming dynasty; see his essay “Communication, Class, and Consciousness in
Late Impetial China” in (Johnson ¢ a/, 1985). We find an excellent example of this in Chapter 3 of the chantefable edition
of the Jin Ping Mei, in which Grandma Wang sees through Pan Jinlian’s suggestion to find someone to read a calendar for
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read and write, they employed their literacy quite profitably in the thickly populated ecosystem of
daily print media in Beijing and Tianijn.

That ecosystem was surely not unused to their presence; scholars have already described the
mutually generative relationship (or semblance of it) between oral storytelling and print or

manuscript fiction that existed in Beijing since at least the late Qing.**

And surely, the printed
pingshu tales of the Republican era participated in an ecosystem defined by hybridity and fluid
boundaries. They employed many of the same presentational elements as the written tales of
romance, social strife, and fantasy that appeared beside them, including the same spacing,
punctuation, and fourteen-character couplet chapter title (printed as a header for every section
within the same chapter). Many pzngshu tales also took labels that seem to swim between

performance and printed traditions: performer Jiang Zhenting’s printed version of Eight Gallants of

the Ming-Qing Transition (by then a part of traditional performance repertoire, made famous by

performers senior to Jiang, like the Tianjin performer Zhang Jiexin 7k 2% £, who published a print

version of it in X Tianjin Bao in the late 19205

) was published in the Tianjin daily Tiansheng Bao as
a wuxia xiaoshuo, a sweeping category already rich with written literatures. Yet that was not unusual,

as Jiang’s master Chang Jiemiao’s own Swordsmen of Yongzheng was also labeled a wuxia xiaoshuo when

them: “My lady, don’t pretend this old woman doesn’t know! No one knows how many words from poetry and songs

you can read, why would you ask someone to read the calendar?” 4&-F, hIfEF Rén! RFFGTRE RN FA,

W& T %V, dofT™ AK B R ? (Xiaoxiaosheng # Bk % % 4, 2009). Grandma Wang’s corect assumption is that

Pan Jinlian possesses a certain degree of literacy specifically becanse she is a performer.

Returning to the Republican Era, Lian Liru notes her fathet’s authorship of his published stories on page 14 of
her memoir (Jia, Lian and Wu, 2012). Lian Kuoru himself noted that the pingshu performance argot had terms for both
illiterate and literate performers — the former being quite critical — which suggests that literacy was expected; he also
notes terms in the argot that relate to the practice of recording, printing, and selling special tale scripts invented by one’s
lineage (Lian, Jia and Lian, 2010), pp. 246, 264-5.

366 For more on these economies, see(Wan, Margaret B., 2020), pp. 21-33, and (Keulemans, 2014), p. 72. Wan and
Keulemans focus on texts which, though connected to oral performance, appear to have been produced at one or more
removes from the actual performer. The serialized pingshu tales of the 1920s and 30s, however, seem largely to have
originated much closer to a performative source, having been generated by either the performer himself or, in a few
posthumous cases, by a disciple.

367 (Lian, Jia and Lian, 2010), pp. 272-3.
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Chang published it in Xz Tianjin Bao in 1928-9, not long after he had performed it live. Indeed, the

labels for tales published by pingshu performers vary very widely, from “pingshu novel,” “pingshu

(13

performance,” and “secret pingshu text” to “historical novel,” “martial arts novel,” “swashbuckling

court cases,” and others.”

More importantly, pingshu performers who published were represented specifically as
performers, and their written material as an extension of their performance practice. Consider this
advertisement for Jiang’s Ezght Gallants from page four of the December 13, 1938 edition of

Tiansheng Bao:

Eight Gallants of the Ming-Qing Transition
written by Jiang Zhenting, disciple of Chang Jiemiao
To be published in this newspaper, beginning on the 15%

Jiang Zhenting, favored disciple of the late, great pingshu performer and narrator of The Swordsmen of
Yongzheng Chang Jiemiao, having received his mastet’s true instruction and taken up his trade, has
prepared exclusively for this paper the martial arts novel [wuxia xiaoshuo| Eight Gallants of the Ming-Qing
Transition, which shall be published in the supplementary pages of this paper every day beginning the
15t%. Its content shall run from Sheng Ying’s training in martial arts through his strongest years. Its
natrative shall be brilliantly delivered and its plot full of surprises, incomparably better than the
medioctre remainder of the field. 3%

WARNS FHLRE
AENEE
W+ £ B AL RKRRE
EEGMEBHRLEE, BFFRXRFTARIRELTRSE, FRLAMIAMS, BRREK,
A ARFHEEREREDR HAANLE ), AU AATEBR, A¥WZEELEAER
B, NEHBEZEAANZNS, BEHFY, THEA, ARL—KZZHE, RTHREME
0

I cannot confirm that Jiang himself performed Eight Gallants onstage, but it was certainly within his

lineage.”™ We note the importance of performance lineage as Jiang’s (only) credential for authorship

368 Those terms, in the original Chinese, are 3F &/ 3. FEHE. FEHA. B IR, AMbb R, HELXE.
369 (Jiang, 1938b)

370 Eight Gallants represents the beginning section of Three Swordsmen, an incredibly popular set of tales that were being
petformed throughout Tianjin by performers of the “Zhen” generation (including Zhang Jiexin’s students Ma
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in an age when a wuxia author need claim no connection to storytelling to be published.””! We also
note that the advertisement presents the tale as an item of performance repertoire would be

presented, namely, as one version of a story that had been told before and would be again (as was

372

true for pingshu stories both in performance and in print during those years’~), demarcating its

beginning and end with plot points readers were expected to recognize. Jiang reiterates both aspects

in the tale’s first entry two days later:

This Eight Gallants of the Ming-Qing Transition of mine is different from the social, romantic, and martial
arts [genre novels] written by famous authors in Beijing and Tianjin, simply because they are all literary
writers, and I cannot compate to their words or culture. My novel uses the voice of pingshu storytelling,
an extremely shallow vernacular, its ugliness exposed here in print....Let’s just start the performance
[kaichang ] 3] tight now, no need for a [?] ot a prologue.... In what era does this Eight Gallants saga

. . . 373
occut, and who is the main character, ot the shu dan, as we call him?”"” Well, everyone, our story occuts

during the late Ming and eatly Qing, and the shu dan is that famous protagonist from Three Swordsmen,
the “Divine Dart General” Sheng Ying. By Three Swordsmen, Sheng Ying is already a famous member of
the three swordsmen and eight gallants and well into his sixties. In Eight Gallants, he is middle-aged and
not yet famous; he follows a master “up the mountain” to learn martial arts, then descends to roam the

underground with his fish-scale scimitar of purple gold; meets seven gallants, kills Qin Tianbao with a

dart, founds the [??] league of heroes, and the story is complete.””

EXBHNFANLEB, RFELIRE, TOHE. TH. ABFFRRE, RAAFAL
2R, M ETAIGE, EH R, AT IR, RITO oY, mEFGE3E, SR
&, BRERIRE - vAMBKEY, LA [P ] T35, REEEWANRE, 24
BABEEFRAR, TFYEHNAY, BHER, BNR—ER, &L, ETEHFIR, BEWKX
F, ERGGEN, HAESMR T EAY, AEKBE, BEBRAESKA L, TAK
T[], ZBIANRZIY, FASOAE, \KRBRG, SEKE, EAFTSF, HK
B, PRAGEE LN, BARMG T, MBI, —ossk¥en, ok, 42
TARN, RELOMERE, A EET,

Zhenyuan, Kong Zhenqjing, and others) to which Jiang Zhenting belonged. His master Chang Jiemiao’s Swordsmen of
Yongzheng is set as an immediate postlude to the Three Swordsmen story-cycle.

371 Examples abound. Zhu Gongxin 44 & & (1899-1966), pen name Bai Yu & ¥, is pethaps the most famous, but
plenty of other writers unconnected to performance published setial tales that carried the same subheadings. The wuxia
tale The Story of Wang Yinru (VE %1% %) by Qiuqushi (#k 3£ K, “The Man from Qiuqu”) ran to well over one thousand
entries in the Beijing branch of Yishi Bao from September 1928 well into the early 1930s. For the earliest preserved
installment, see (Qiuqushi £k 2& K, and Tan, 1928).

372 For instance, even highly incomplete digital newspaper databases record four separate serial publications of The Cases
of Judge Yu in Jing-Jin area newspapers in the second half of the 1930s alone. The capability of these stories to exist in
multiple versions within the same environment resembles the case of both performed narratives and printed
petformance texts like the drum ballad texts of the late Qing, which coexisted as multiple versions of the same tale. See
(Wan, Margaret B., 2020).

373 Shu dan 3 RE is a term from the pingshu professional argot that refers to the central “hero” of a tale.
374 (Jiang, 1938a)
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A second version of the exact same tale, published as Fantastic Swordsmen of the Ming and Qing in the

Beijing edition of Yishi Bao beginning November 1, 1938 by performer Niu Jiesen 42 #&’" follows

a very similar pattern. This version, labeled a “secret pzngshu script,” opens with a four-line poem
ty 5 44 pt,” op p

after the manner of performance, then proclaims:

These four lines of poetry, once spoken, invoke a martial arts pingshu tale, once told for the imperial
court of the last dynasty, and left behind by my father, Niu Ruiquan. This tale is the prequel to Three
Swordsmen and Swordsmen of Yongzheng. ...t goes from Sheng Ying’s emergence and the rise of the Eight
Gallants to his establishment of the Pine Arbor League of Heroes, and includes the following famous

376
CXCCtptS .

wWa RFHIAR, AR—HRAMEFE, NANHANEFEHRA, ERMALLENE, E55H
BATI A Z A, FEOEAIGE 69 L3R E A, WANRRRELEN KT
W, BTN B Aol ¥R EER S REEF, doo

The entry goes on to list twenty-five more titles of episodes that were obviously well known to (and
probably expected by) readers. Finally, a similar pattern appears in the opening entry of Lian
Kuoru’s “Latter Half of Eastern Han,” published in X7ju Bao between February and September 1941,

which is titled “Onstage Introduction (shangchang bai)” and begins thusly:

Those in Beijing who have radios can hear my pingshu performances every afternoon. I am a pingshn
artisan, as everyone knows. For me to publish a pingshu novel in this newspaper today really is “forcing
the ducks onto a perch” and makes it difficult for me I am without talent, can’t write novels, all I have
are the orally transmitted secret scripts from my world of pingshu, so 1 exchange speaking for writing.
Every segment I write I send to the paper, and they publish it day by day. But which “book” shall I
write? I've already performed Western and Eastern Han for the radio multiple times, and everyone has
probably heard them. Only the Sequel to the Eastern Han remains unperformed; now I publish it in this
newspaper for members of society to enjoy at their leisure after tea and wine. [...] Before writing this

375 Although Niu Jiesen’s name does not appear in the limited material I have seen regarding pingshu lineages, several

items of evidence encourage our trust. First, his given name is a stage name, with the characters 7% and the triple-radical

& locating him in the same generation of Tianjin-based performers as Chang Jiemiao, one generation after Niu Ruiquan.

Second, Niu Ruiquan was one of the best-known performers of his day; for an author to make a false claim of
descendance or inheritance from him in a highly localized performance institution seems extraordinarily unlikely.

376 (Niu, 1938).
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novel, let me first introduce the content. This book [referring to Eastern Han, not the sequel] is Liu
Xiu traveling the country and defeating Wang Mang. ... after the whole of Eastern Han is told, the old

Yuntai generals have nothing to do, so we tell of the young Yuntai generals, beginning with the

. . . . . 377
episode “Yao Qi Traverses the Streets on Horseback,” to [thirty more episode titles]. ...

FHAKEHOGIEE, B0 FR, HRBFRBEGFETRIBRTITEA, LAAHNS
By, RAEARFIE—RFET IR, TL B FER], HARBEARELTHK, FEHRE]
B, RARFTRT, oBOROAFES, ARAHAS—KRE R, #3HE, ZOHKE,

BREBAHRER, RBHERATLCLEBEBRERT SRAL, AodkiEs, RA
BRERZHNE, BARG, RAEMEHGARR, BAg AL, XHEE, §HEHEC -
CRBAIRZA, BEFTRE, AMENGBER, SHRIAHNFARBIR EARAKRE
HRERTT, TEEMAANEE, ARESIBGFET, 4 [WMBHERHUH] R

Lian then fills the next two days’ entries with the names and noble titles of the thirty-six “old Yuntai
generals” of Eastern Han, who play no significant part in the sequel. Like Jiang Zhenting, Lian
depicts writing has an extension of performance, presenting himself as a pzngshu performer who is
simply committing his spoken art to print — a genuine statement, given what we know about his
background. He justifies his choice of tale via reference to his performance history, contextualizes it
within the broad framework of Eastern Han, and commits to a narrative arc made up of communally
recognized episodes. In short, he presents the tale in much the same way his daughter would present
Three Kingdoms neatly a hundred years later, establishing a set of communicative expectations that
take into account his medium and audience but reference the traditional context of his performance
genre.

The lack of any recorded audio of live performances by Lian Kuoru or his contemporaries
prevents us from knowing what specific narrative expectations their listeners may have brought to a
reading experience; moreover, as my project of reading through these printed tales (which run to the

hundreds of entries) and comparing them to the other popular subgenres that shared space with

377 (Lian, 1941d). Subsequent entries, which include the lists of episodes and names described above, can be found in

(Lian, 1941a), (Lian, 1941b), (Lian, 1941c).
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them is still ongoing, it is yet difficult to comment on systemic aspects of their style and structure.
Yet the characteristics I described above, which we also see reflected in Three Kingdoms Pingshu — the
authors’ self-representation as performers, their invocation of lineage, their treatment of the tale as
shared cultural property — appear thus far to be unique within the environment, suggesting that these
printed pingshu tales asked something different of their readers than did other works of serial fiction
that appeared on the same pages. More specifically, it seems that performer-authors took advantage
of the daily newspaper medium to expand access to their narrative art, and the communicative
contract they presented therein imported an emphasis on the communal experience of tradition

from the performer-authors’ native performance context.

Conclusions

Romance of the Three Kingdoms Pingshu ofters us a new and perhaps more holistic perspective
from which to understand the interrelation of text and oral performance in Chinese literary history
by exemplifying a “both/and” relationship between the two that cannot be reduced to an
“cither/or.” Whereas current scholarship in the field tends to regard the representation of oral
narrative contexts in print as a literary invention, classifying texts that “rhetorically aspire to the

7% as further divorced from an authentic performance context, Three

condition of performance
Kingdoms Pingshu collapses that distinction by recognizing multiple sources of authenticity. It derives
from an historical performance event and takes steps to record it, yet also demonstrates an allegiance
to authentic receptive context over historical detail. Rhetorically, it is a text that quite clearly aspires

to the status of performance, and is definitely not a script; such was the stated aim of its professional

performer-authors. Even as it takes limited measures to educate the uninitiated reader, it recreates

378 (McLaren, 1998), p. 276.
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the communicative environment of performance on the page primarily for users who are already
familiar with the performance tradition — a performance text “for the eye,” as Margaret Wan
describes Qing-dynasty drum ballads printed for readers®”, but an eye that is expected to function
like an ear. A reader capable of interpreting it via the performance frame — of “reading as reliving” —
can access layers of that the uninitiated reader could not. She can participate in the imaginary
communal event, feel the affective power of the traditional story when it is invoked, and witness the
performer’s active remaking of that tradition in response to her group’s current condition.

Although the Republican-era serialized tales which the Three Kingdoms Pingshu creators name
as their ancestral model appeared within a historical and material context that distinguishes them as
an independent body of work, they present highly similar evidence of performers crafting written
narratives according to the standards of their oral genre for a readership that seems to have wanted
precisely that. Performer-authors in both cases then deployed the hyper-modern aspects of these
then-revolutionary new media to serve that purpose, and expand the scope of their art. Pingshu
performers in Beijing and Tianjin, who performed live every day for extremely local crowds, could
publish in city-based newspapers like Shzyan Bao, Yishi Bao (Beijing and Tianjin branches), Xin Tianjin
Bao, and elsewhere for a readership that couldn’t watch them live but knew their name and art form
and wanted exposure to their famous stories on the same daily schedule. Likewise, Liang Yan and
Lian Liru have taken advantage of the power of modern printing and digital media to augment Three
Kingdoms Pingshu in a manner that is technologically distanced from yet still fundamentally indexed to
the priorities of the performance tradition.

These clear and present examples of professional oral storytellers harnessing new,
asynchronous technologies during media revolutions should inspire us to think much more

expansively about performance-proximate texts and their user communities at other points in

379 (Wan, Margaret B., 2020) See Chapter 2, “Audiences and Reading Practices: The Eye and the Ear,” pp. 54-105.
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Chinese history. For one thing, they remind us of the power of a community’s desire to have more
of what it likes, and the creative agency it will assume to fulfill that goal. The pingshu communities in
both historical instances had not been passive recipients of new media products; while the payment
structure of newspaper, audio, and book publishing has distanced performers further from their
auditors than the old methods of passing the hat or taking a teahouse commission, their
environment (both in localized print and live) remains communally connected. Put simply, these
communities wanted more of the art they knew, so capable members put it in print (and recorded
audio). It would be remiss of us as scholars not to highlight the extent to which they succeeded as
clearly as we do the ways in which the new media influenced the telling of the tale. The advent of
daily newspapers around the nascence of the last century and of QR-coded digital media in this one
have not been the only two media revolutions in modern Chinese history; the purchase-and-rental
economy for popular narratives that developed in Beijing during the 19" century and the explosion
of popular printing that began in the mid-Ming both relied enormously on texts generated from
performance traditions. Keulemans and Wan have already demonstrated how drum-ballad and
martial-arts story texts from the late Qing fostered senses of communal coherence (what Keulemans
terms “sociability”’) via rhetorical references to geography and class distinction. How might our
analogic examples above guide us toward similar evidence within the huaben corpus?

One potential answer — not new to this dissertation, but made anew via our contemporary
case study — lies in textual elements that would seem unnecessary to an uninitiated eye because their
primary purpose is to connect the initiated, prepared reader to the performance context. For
instance: compare analogically the hyper-modern QR code to one of the most indefinable lines of

text in the entire early huaben corpus: the concluding line “the huaben is told to its end; one may now

disperse the audience (huaben shuo che; guan 3uo sanchang & A3 H, HEM#H).” On the printed
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page, the QR code is an orthographic device used solely to connect the reader capable of “reading”
it with a smartphone to a recorded performance which the text makes redundant to a degree, and
which requires specialized knowledge to enjoy fully. The more of this knowledge the reader lacks,
the more cryptic or superfluous the QR code appears. The “one may now disperse the crowd” tag

380 jtself strikes the

line, which appears in five huaben from Hanan’s “early” and “middle” periods,
contemporary eye as cryptic and superfluous for perhaps a very similar reason. On the one hand,
both its placement and the form and content of its address resemble those of a genuine stage
direction (and one that involves the manipulation of a real audience, at that). The cue to sanchang
(disperse the crowd) also appears at the end of two 3@ play scripts from the Yuan period.”" Of
course, the case against the prompt-book theory has been very thoroughly made, and while we have
outlined the likely influence of reading aloud as a modality of textual use (either in amateur
performance or as a model for individual reading), the phrase does not appear to take the voice of a
performing “I.”” On the other hand, were we to read it as a textual imitation of a performance
context, it would also seem conspicuously unnecessary. Yet to conclude that it is unnecessary or
non-functional would amount to ignoring its repeated appearance or assuming some unlikely form
of incompetence on the part of multiple creators (the editors of Sixty Stories and Four Stories from Bear
and Dragon Peak plus those who created the texts they reprinted). Instead, we should recognize that,
like the QR code, the “one may disperse the crowd” tag line is a textual sign aimed at a specific
readership that possesses the mental technology to use it (probably to access a particular frame of
interpretive reference).

A second concrete example arises in the listing of traditional scene titles and characters

which Republican-era pingshu performer-authors saw fit to include in the serialized stories,

380 These include the Red and White Spider tragment, Hong 2 The Monfk with the Love Letter, Hong 4 The Contract, Hong 12
Inspector Chen Loses His Wife on Plum Ridge, and Bear and Dragon Peak 1 Zhang Shunmei and the Phoenix Pattern Lantern.

381 The Moon Pavilion (# | %) and Enraging Ying Bu (£.3£74). See (Cheng, 2000), p. 26.
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sometimes taking up entire days’ worth of column space, because their readers’ frame of reference
was performance, not print. This immediately brings to mind the list of thirty-six heroes in the
“heavenly scroll” scene in the Liangshan sub-section of the Xwanhe Era pinghua — thirty-six names
and monikers laid out in sequence without orthographical or narrative supporting context. To a
lesser extent, it also brings to mind similarly naked lists of temples, imperial reigns, ailments, wares,
and other things in the early huaben that seem to stand in opposition to or independent of narrative
context.”® Thinking analogically about the way in which both the Republican-era and the pre-
modern examples disrupt narrative context for the sake of that specific information (scene titles and
character titles), we may justifiably argue that the pinghua example likely also represents a rhetorical

reach to a frame of reference endemic to another form of media.

382 For temples, see Hong 5 Three Towers (Cheng and Hong, 2012), p. 56; for imperial reigns, see the section of Yunumen in
this chapter; for imperial ailments, see The White Falcon (Cheng, 2000), p. 230; for wares, see Shan Ting'er (Ibid.), p. 96.
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Conclusion

This dissertation argues, first and foremost, for the recognition of a communicative mode
within the huaben that employs written language to recreate the context of oral performance — not
the fictive representation of a storyteller, but the rules by which traditional storytelling performances
make meaning. It demonstrates that the early huaben, as well as some of the texts that crucially
preceded them, make more communicative demands upon their implied reader than literary scholars
had previously thought, as they modulate between discursive registers and invoke traditional spaces,
scenes, and character types that reside outside the text via a set of narrative habits that strongly
resemble those of oral storytelling performance. Having identified several of the central narrative
signals that establish these demands, the dissertation recovers the mode of reading necessary to meet
them — a mode that is participatory, integrative, and affective instead of solitary, dissociative, and
critical, and which encourages a relationship to the tale that simulates re-experience rather than
discovery.

That oral performance traditions of the Ming dynasty and eatlier encouraged such a mode of
reception — affective, collective, and tradition-oriented — is easily demonstrated, beginning with an

anecdote from Su Shi himself:

My friend Wang Peng once said: “When children in the muddy alleys get rambunctious and annoyed
our families, they immediately gave us money and ordered us to sit together to listen to ancient tales.
Upon the telling of the Three Kingdoms, when we heard of Liu Xuande’s defeat, some [children] furrowed

their brows and sniveled; when we heard of Cao Cao’s defeat, we cheered happily. Thus we understood

that the influence of great and petty men does not fade over a hundred generations.”

EHEx: B#APILEY, ARITRE, MBS RALEINEH, 2R =AY F, H
Bk, BERAREE, MEHRK, FESHR. ARREFIAZE, 5HEHLH,

383 Su Shi, Dongpo zhilin, fascicle 1: “Reminiscences: Alley Children Listen to the Three Kingdoms,” found in (Tan and Tan,
1985), p.34.
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The antepenultimate section of “Beginnings of Storytelling” in The Drunken Man’s Talk also
describes oral storytelling in terms of its affective power, averring that when storytellers “address the
treachery of dynastic traitors, it is enough to incite the dull-witted to anger. When they speak of loyal
ministers who...suffer indignity, even the hard-hearted will shed tears.... When relating how Grand
Councilor Lii wended his pathway to success, they inspite the talented to turn to their books.”**
Feng Menglong, writing near the end of the Ming, extols the affective power of oral storytelling in
his famous prefaces to both GJXS and JSTY, praising as Su Shi’s friend did its ability to merge
pleasure with moral instruction. The GJXS preface focuses on the power of the performance to

elicit an emotional response, while the JSTY preface describes the integration of individual

experience and traditional meaning:

A neighbor’s boy cut his finger when helping out in the kitchen. To comments of surprise that he did
not let out cries of pain, the boy replied: “I just came back from Xuanmiao Temple, where I heatrd the
storyteller tell about how Guan Yu of The Romance of the Three Kingdoms went on talking and laughing

when a surgeon was scraping infection from a bone in his arm. Now, this little pain of mine is really

nothing!”385

2P RRAERAILYE, FoFR, B, 8 [ZRAAZTYRER <ZHFH &, HELH
TR, LREAE, RTRA. |

17"-century literatus Zhang Dai’s famous description of storyteller supreme Liu Jingting performing
“Wu Song Fights the Tiger on Jingyang Ridge” refrains from describing audience reactions beyond
their expectant silence as Liu recreates Wu Song’s terrifying roar; yet it also describes the event as

the affective experience of a traditional story.”® Every account depicts storytelling performance as a

384 (Luo and Inglis, 2015), p. 8.

385 The English is Yang Shuhui’s translation. See (Feng, Yang and Yang, 2005), p. 5-6.

38 From Zhang Dai’s Memories of Tao’an, the anecdote “Liu Jingting’s storytelling”: “I heard him tell “Wu Song Fights the
Tiger on Jingyang Ridge,” and the spoken narrative was very different from the book. His descriptions and
characterizations were detailed down to the very hairs on the head; but also cleanly delivered without any rambling.
Sometimes, his voice rang out like a bell, and when he reached a climactic moment, he would shout so loudly, waves of
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witnessed event with an emotional effect that is enabled by the performer’s mimetic ability but
finally unlocked via connection with tradition (how else would children know who to weep for,
cheer for, or model themselves after?).

The presentational narrative mode, operating within a narrative context of traditional self-
awareness (what I have described at times as “known-ness”) in the T7jpitaka, the Liangshan
subsection of the Xuanhe Era, and the eatly huaben generates a receptive frame that fundamentally
resembles the oral performance dynamic just described; so too do the formulae first encountered in
Dream at Qiantang. 1 have also noted how the phenomenon of frequent modulations of narrative
register, usually from prose into one of many different styles of lyrical language (including /7 poetry,
¢ lyrics, parallel lyric, rhythmic aphorism, lists, and others) resembles the performance practice called
“shifting,” which refocuses audience attention and — as in the case of the Tale of Yunmen — signals
entry into another special interpretive sub-space. Looking back to instances of shifting introduced by
particles like dan jian and zheng shi, examined in Chapter Two, we may notice further how they pair a
shift in register with a drastic shift in focus — a close-up of a single character, a wide-angle
description of the larger environment, or a point of connection to the tradition surrounding the tale.
When we alter our mode of reading to take all of the abovementioned interpretive requirements into
account, participating in what I term “reading as reliving,” we find that the texts mean ore and
differently than they do under the lens of literary-critical analysis.

As an example of how this discovery can affect our reading practice, let us deploy it in an

enriched reading of the early huaben story Tale of the Three Towers of West Lake (Hong 5), which I

sound threatened to shiver down the room, as when Wu Song arrived at the inn seeking ale, and, finding no one there,
let out a shout of rage [....] The hosts would all be leaning forward in their chairs with bated breath, not daring to utter a

sound as they listened intently. A% 3 [FHRAXMNITR ), O XHmAE RS, AHEAI, BAEZE, AX
KRBT, ERF. AHEwES, REMGHR, Lrerw, RpE, XRIEFE, ERNEA, &
Ho—wgl Toeeeee ] EALFEHLETRZ . RN CHEFE [HEFRE | . Seenin (Tan and Tan, 1985), p.
70.
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present in a full English translation in Appendix A. Three Towers tells of how Xi Xuanzan, the young
scion of an official family in Hangzhou, is tricked into taking a lost young woman into his home
during the Tomb-Sweeping Festival in early spring. When an old woman purporting to be her
grandmother comes to fetch her, Xuanzan is invited to come with them for a meal. Yet the home to
which they lead him turns out to be the domain of a beautiful woman in white, who sits Xuanzan
down for ale, then orders servants to tie her former lover to a pillar and remove his heart and liver
for Xuanzan to eat. Xuanzan, horrified by the sight, is still led to the boudoir, where he becomes her
imprisoned lover for months until, just as he is about to be replaced, the young girl helps him
escape. A year later, the old woman finds him and drags him back. He escapes certain death once
more, waking up in an illegal rice paddy being grown at one border of West Lake. Returning home,
he is finally consoled by his uncle, a powerful Daoist adept who recognizes the home as the source
of a column of demonic smoke. The uncle frees Xuanzan from evil influence, summons the demons
via the strength of a spectral servant, forces them to revert to their true forms — the young woman a
black chicken, the old woman an otter, and the lady in white a white snake — and imprisons them
beneath three stone towers in the lake itself, which, the tale informs us, still stand today.

Hanan describes this story as a “Chinese gothic,” an early-period constituent of a clear story-
type called “the demon story.” He also reads it as an immediate historical counterpart of Hong 8 The
Three Demons of Luoyang, which contains nearly identical characters and six common lyrical passages.
The demon story’s central feature is is buildup of suspense, as “the truth is only gradually revealed to
the reader as it is to the hapless young man.” Like other constituents of the early period grouping,
Hanan suggests, it foregrounds “sheer narrative value” by presenting events nakedly, without the

affective adornment of sentiment:

The reader is still not closely involved with the characters. He contemplates their plight but is not called
upon to share their feelings. What he knows of their thoughts is merely functional, consisting of their
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plans and reactions to events, not their emotions. For all its suspense, the suspense that arises from
knowing more than the hero does about his predicament, the early story’s narrative technique maintains

a certain detachment.”®’
A reading sensitive to the power of the performance arena, narrative shifting, and metonymic
formulae, however, produces the opposite conclusion: Three Towers constantly invites the reader to
engage emotionally with the story, and encourages attachment instead of detachment via multiple
forms of reference to traditional characterizations, sensory-laden mythical images, and local legend.
Moreover, suspense of the literary variety plays no part at all; the narrative tension Hanan mistakes
for suspense is the sort created by the interaction between particular scenes and the known Tale, as

we observed in the Tripitaka.

The tale is introduced by the ambiguous term rwhua \3E, translated as “entry tale” or “enter

the tale,” which Hanan attributes to Hong Pian’s “regular labeling of prologues,”*® but which we
have more reason to believe is a preserved element from a source text. It begins with a poem and a
lyric by Su Shi, through which the narrator invokes the poet (whose name is practically synonymous
with West Lake) as an immanent presence in this setting. We are invited to enter this setting by
connecting to it as participants and inheritors of the cultural heritage it represents. The narrator then
deepens our engagement by reanimating before our eyes scenes of the region’s iconic landmarks via
a chain of lyrics and lyrics and poems that interpolate us — not into a “real” or realistically fictional
setting, but in an unabashedly traditional one. The first Su Shi poem (“The rippling light on the
lake”) also introduces Hangzhou in Dream at Qiantang, the most densely formulaic huaben we have,
and the extra-long parallel lyric beginning with “The South was a place of glory and plenty” almost

exactly replicates the observational order of a long lyric in Dream, using different language. The string

387 For this quote see (Hanan, 1981), p. 33; for his one-paragraph summary of West Lake, see pp. 46-7.
388 Ibid., p. 57.
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of lyrics that follow in Three Towers, which continue to invoke Hangzhou’s scenes and places,
compare closely to the two full-folio maps of West Lake which Dream features right in the middle of
its narrative. As initiated readers, we recognize the foci of lyrics and the moves they make, and we
absorb the particular content as variations of the traditional multiform — po/ydenkes, the improvising
song of the nightingale that we note in Chapter One. Meanwhile, as the narrator immerses us in a
traditionally-framed sensory experience, he also establishes narrative authority, not only via reference
to Su Shi but also via displays of communicative competence that feature a “re-reading” of cultural
geography. The list of other places that have “true mountains and waters,” centered on the page like
a poem, establishes a worldliness that balances and justifies his return to the microscopic as he
rattles off a list of goods in the market and benefits of West Lake water in yet another display of
performative virtuosity. By the time the main story begins, we the readers have revivified the
traditional environment of West Lake and established ourselves as rightful members while
appreciating and subsequently accepting a self-consciously performative narrative negotiation with
tradition. No room is offered for irony or voyeuristic observation; the reader is emotionally,
interactively present.

The first two paragraphs again locate us within this single instance of “telling,” and that
instance within the greater framework of a repeated Tale. The power of the Tomb-Sweeping holiday
(when men and women, and the living and dead, are allowed to mingle), we are told, enables a young
man’s near disaster; material remnants still exist, and the story is told and retold. In the first few lines
of the story, we are told what will happen and why, and are immediately introduced to the
protagonist (Xi Xuanzan) and his eventual savior (his uncle the Daoist adept). Given the
conventionality of this story type and the cluster of textual signals that announce it in these first two

paragraphs, it is far more than likely that we, as initiated readers, already know the story. At its very
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outset, it dispels for us the possibility of literary suspense, though (as we note in Chapter Two) it
might ask us to assume the aesthetic posture of suspense as it deploys variation in the formula.

As the narrative brings characters to life for us and with us via deictic particles (#his gitl, that
old woman, #hat young man), register modulations into formulaic “face-opening” poems, and the
presentational mode, it continually expects reader reception to proceed synchronically under
narrative control. Nowhere is this clearer than in directly after the climactic scene of the old lover’s
evisceration, when Xuanzan is taken to bed. Contrary to Hanan’s reading, we know Xuanzan’s
emotions exactly; we are expected to feel them, and we know he is so horrified that he cannot eat.
Yet just as narrative action has generated an utmost tension, a single unrhymed couplet sounds a
magical note, “Spring is midwife to flowers; wine is matchmaker for lust,” and Xuanzan is headed to
the boudoir. The adumbrative couplet, the same type we studied in Chapter Two, returns us from
the particular variation of the scene to the unchanging backdrop of the tale, and our expectations
immediately and uncritically change. This is the opposite of narrative detachment, a process of
inevitable development that is expected by the initiated reader but still emotionally charged because
the reader is a part of it. It is the moment where children cry at Liu Xuande’s defeat even when they
know the story by heart.

When the scene of recapture and captivity at Four Sages Priory unfold the same way they did
the first time (note the crossbow present in both scenes, though only used in one — not a literary
hole but an expected part of the character), we are neither surprised nor affronted by the repetition,
as particularity and tradition interact once more in the multiform theme. Nor are we surprised by the
arrival of the savior, who has been a part of the tale since its beginning, and whose coming is timed
identically in all early examples of this story type. Of course, we would not want it any other way,
because there is no world in which Tripitaka does 7o successfully retrieve the Buddhist sutras, or the

peetless strategist Zhuge Liang does 7of defeat Cao Cao at Red Cliff. The conventionality of the
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exorcism sequence does not equate to simplicity — note the multiple modulations between prose and
boldly descriptive verse, and the rhetorical interference of the narrator (“Had he not hit them, all
things might pass...”) as the scene progresses — nor does it imply detachment. To the contrary, it
actively leads us (we have been a group all along) through a ritual process of reuniting story with
identity.

Uncovering such a complex system of narrative signals within texts so often overlooked, or
described in terms of sparseness or as sub-products of other genres prompts several secondary
conclusions. The first is that it upends a mainstream scholarly conception of the huaben as a genre
that moved from simple to complex, from two- to three-dimensional, from flatly conventional to
deeply authorial. What we have found instead is that while later huaben began to centralize the values
and capabilities of textuality more deeply as the genre developed, they were still forgoing one form
of aesthetic richness for another. Moreover, the power of oral traditions to appropriate (or
reappropriate) literary texts further reminds us that genre development is not a one-way path toward
a literary apogee, as oral traditions are perfectly capable of relocating tales in texts (and now in multi-
media texts) in a manner that subordinates textuality to tradition.

Furthermore, as we examine the creators of the eatly huaben and their role as founders of a
literary genre, our increased sensitivity to genuine reflections of a performance frame awakens us to
the existence of hybridizing trends we knew about and uncover some we did not. We knew that
editors like Hong Pian and Feng Menglong were multilingual in the most literal sense of the term,
fluent in their local topolect, guanhua, and Classical Chinese. Now we know that they were also, to a
certain degree, creatively conversant (or at least closely familiar) with the multiple narrative traditions
that generated the buaben they included in their anthologies. Hong Pian took care to preserve in
pristinely readable form elements of his collected tales that directly reference a performance frame,

and could easily have been excised, even as he removed orthographical tools for utilitarian use (like
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the black cartouche around zheng shi that we see in Red and White Spider). Our elucidation of the
presence of a rhetorical performance arena and metonymic formulae in several Sixzy Stories entries,
trom Three Towers and Inspector Chen Loses his Wife on Plum Ridge to Li Yuan Saves the Red Snake, The
Monk With the Love Letter, and Yang Wen the Road-Blocking Tiger, and a more dependable understanding
of rhetorical authenticity invite us to move beyond the implications of Hanan’s conclusion that

95389 aﬁd

“|Hong Pian’s] stories insist on their links to oral literature even when the links are spurious
reconsider the Sixty Stories from a preservationist perspective. Far from being “haphazard” or
governed by “the loosest organization imaginable,” the Six#y Stories cohere according to a clear and
probably intentional association between the written texts and a performance-based referent. As we
note in Chapter Four, even as the texts of Feng Menglong’s Three Words anthologies reflect a more
text-centric effort on the part of their compiler(s), that effort also appears amid negotiation with the
interpretive frame we have just described.

Finally, we can conclude that “reading as reliving” represents a substantive force to be
reckoned with as we reimagine the reading communities that created and enjoyed early vernacular
literatures like the huaben. Moreover, it cannot be described in terms of incompetence; the system of
signs in an ornately prosimetric text like Three Towers or Three Demons of Lugyang, for instance,
precludes a “limping reader” of the sort Hegel and Berdahl imagine, though it might frustrate a
literary one. Now that we see how it integrates purposefully with features of vernacular style we
once found insubstantial, ornamental, or disingenuous, it gives us good reason to look again at
vernacular and performance-proximate textual corpora of both the Ming and Qing dynasties,
including the long novels. Tracing the metaphorical adaptation of metonymic formulae in the Wazer
Margin, for instance, reinforces Plaks’ interpretation of the text as the work of a literati author, yet

we remain convinced of Ge Liangyan’s conclusion that several elements of the novel show a much

39(Hanan, 1981), p. 57.
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closer relationship to performance than others, and it is quite likely that “reading as reliving” will
uncover resources of traditional meaning that complicate mainstream interpretations of the text.

Meanwhile, the earliest version of the sixteenth-century novel Plunmz in a Golden 1 ase, the chantefable

Jin ping mei cihua £ HEAHF ) 3, merits a re-reading of this sort even more. While major studies of the

cthua edition and its two later recensions (the xzuxiang edition and the Chongzhen edition, both early
17™ c. editions that excise much of the chantefable content) have certainly looked closely at the
concentration and composition of lyric in the JPM cbua narrative, their readings consistently assume
a literary frame of reception.”” Now that we have demonstrated the central communicative function
that “shifting” can play in oral and oral-derived prosimetric narratives, we might interrogate the
extent to which the lyrical elements of the [in ping mei cihua — especially those excised or overlooked

) ¢

by literary readers for being “low,” “crude,” or thematically unessential — demand a receptive shift
that operates coordinately with a thematic focus that might be larger than the individual text. In “Jin
Ping Mei and Late Ming Print Culture,” Shang Wei famously argues that JPM crafts an
“encyclopedic” narrative that appropriates both its content and heteroglossic form from the quickly-
crowding field of Ming print culture, as it serves a reader accustomed to “multi-task” reading or
browsing (as we might scan the Amazon home page, perhaps); part of its project includes replicating
oral-derived texts, from popular songs to the pages of the Water Margin.' This strongly implies that

the story itself lacks a unified heritage, whether in performance or in print; yet other scholars have

argued that it is, in fact, likely to have been adapted by a creator from a more limited performance.””

39 Xiaofei Tian’s article of two decades ago, “A Preliminary Comparison of the Two Recensions of ‘Jinpingmei’,”
summarizes scholarly viewpoints that remain current. Tian’s review of the later recensions to the cibua texts, which
incorporates both granular, line-by-line comparison and broader thematic analysis, maintains a default literary frame of
reference, in part by receiving the chantefable elements of the cibua text as just another part of the narrative. See (Tian,
2002).

391 Shang, Wei. “Jin Ping Mei and Late Ming Print Culture,” chapter in (Hanan ez a/., 2003).

392 See, for instance, Mei Jie’s preface to their annotated edition of JPM: (Xiaoxiaosheng # Fx % % &, 2009), pp. 1-6.
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To what extent, then, do the verse breaks invite what we have come to understand as a participatory
engagement from the browsing Ming reader — a deeper, not a shallower reading of the text? For
example, the inclusion of popular songs in curly brackets in the JPM cibuna resembles the same
feature in the Tale of Yunmen, a text likely published less than three decades before the JPM cibua

which presents the songs as material for re-vocalization. Although certain elements of the JPM chua

presentational style appear less flexible those of the eatly huaben (3hi jian 2 R, for instance, never

introduces lyric, but specifically heralds the arrival of a character who bears information that will
change the course of the scene), we find that it uses gheng shi quite flexibly, and frequently in
conjunction with a lyrical break that provides a translation of the tale into moral and aesthetically
affective terms, as huaben like Yang Wen and Shi Hongzhao do. Finally, our sensitivity to “reading as
reliving” might also inspire us to lend more narrative weight to the lyrical breaks which occur on the
narrative level when Pan Jinlian responds to an interlocutor through song or verse, as she does
multiple times in sequence in Chapter 8.”> Whether or not we may imagine her as the “singer” of
her own tale, her direct association with a lyrical register of reception forces us to consider the real
possibility that Pan Jinlian’s character is older than the JPM cibua text, and it is invoking her, not
creating her entirely.

Moving into the Qing, we may ask similar questions of the popular fiction and prosimetrum
texts that multiply vastly throughout that period. Having witnessed in Chapter Four’s second half
how pingshu communities from two distinct historical periods — our contemporary moment and the
Republican Era — harnessed new media to reproduce contexts of performance, we can now look

further back and ask a question that has not yet been asked, namely, to what extent do the famous

performance-proximate texts of the Qing — the bannermen’s books (idishn ¥ % &), drum ballads,

3 Tbid., pp. 101-114.
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and many popular genre novels subordinate textual values in order to enable access to immanent
tradition? Margaret Wan has distinguished between Qing-dynasty drum ballads meant for “the ear”
and for “the eye,” but to what extent was the eye functioning like an ear? Paize Keulemans avers
that the narrative figure of the storyteller in Qing martial arts novels reflects the rise of storytellers as
celebrities, but might those texts genuinely participate in a communicative context which generates
rhetorical power through interpretive authority, 2 /z Zhang Yi and the pingshu performers of today?
The transmedial reach of the multi-media Three Kingdoms Pingshn may be defined by the specific
digital and print technologies used to enable it, but such reach does not make it a unique
phenomenon of kind, especially given the perennial nature of the social impulse that generated it.
Recognizing the capacity for transmedial reach in texts old and new, which emerge from
symbiotically entwined traditions of printed and performed narrative, we find ourselves confronted
by a field of texts we thought we knew, which may reach much further into the depths of cultural

expression than we had previously thought possible.
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Appendix A: Tale of the Three Towers of West Lake

Entry story: (1)
The rippling light on the lake is better on a clear day,
The misty veil of the mountains more spectacular in rain.
Should we compare West Lake to the lovely Xi Shi,
Both faint powder and bold color suit them very well.
This poem was the work of the great Su Dongpo; it speaks of the excellence of West Lake (2).
Words cannot exhaust the fullness of feeling, and he wrote another lyric, to the tune of “Provoking
Gaze™
I climb a tower and gaze out at our drinking [X]; (3)
With my guest I discuss the war’s progress.
All lies before your eyes: famous mountains, gorgeous scenes,
But incomparable to West Lake.
After the spring sunlight, summer rain, and autumn frost,
The winter snows [XXX]
That expanse of light on water, with mountains all around,

Must be without equal anywhere under heaven.

One can’t say enough about the excellence of West Lake, so here [we] recite a lyric thus:

The South was a place of glory and plenty; Qiantang has long been a center of opulence. Not just
because of its glorious history. Look on the scenery of West Lake: A thousand acres of rippling
glass-green waves, miles and miles of undulating, jade-dark mountains. Spring breeze through fields
at the outskirts runs through shallow peach and deep apricot, like makeup; in summer, on the water,

green covers the red lotuses like a painting. As the autumn light ages, tender chrysanthemums pile
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their gold beside the hedge; as late snows melt, scattered plums on the hillsides break out in jade.
Flowered embankments link ale-houses together, bannered pavilions ring fishing villages in purple.
Near the docks of Liuzhou, painted boats churn their rudders, and call to the lone traveler; before
Full Pleasures Hall (4), The ale-room’s black banners hang high. The pines of Nine Mile Bridge
stand tall and proud; the water below Six Mile Bridge flows green and flashing. Sunset lights up the
three temples of Hinduka Mountain in the distance, before the moon rises high over the Northern
and Southern peaks. Mists are born out of the grottoes where monkeys cry; clouds fly above the
head of Dragon Well Mountain. Fields of jade water stretch before the Three Luminaries’ Temple; a
perfect mirror lies before the Four Sages Hall. See the remnants of Su Dongpo’s home at the Su
Dyke; visit Lin Bu’s old home on the knoll. The monk with his tin staff makes his way to Hidden

Spirit Temple, while the flower seller makes his way into Liuzhou.

This West Lake has true mountains and true waters, and can be enjoyed in every one of the four
seasons. As for true mountains and true waters, there are a few places in this world that boast such
things:
Gold Mountain Temple by the Yangtze River in Runzhou
Old Drunkard Pavilion on Langya Mountain in Chuzhou
Waterfall Spring on Lu Mountain in Jiangzhou

The Yanyu Shoals of the Chuojin River in Xichuan

Although these few places have true mountains and waters, how could they possibly compare to the

excellence of West Lake? Imagine:
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When the wind rises, you have thousand-meter-high, somersaulting waves, and when the rain falls,
you have hundred-yard-deep expanses of water. After a month of rain, one sees no sign of floods or

fullness; after three months of drought, it never goes dry.

But then ‘tis seen [dan jian):
A mirror-surface of light on water, green and sparkling;
Trains of mountains circling around, layer on layer of turquoise.
Every stone born from this ground is a perfect jade;

Every blade of grass that grows is a celestial herb.

When that traveler enters the deep embrace of the mists and clouds, hears the call of roosters and
bark of dogs, the sound of silk-spinning and weaving, he has entered perfectly into a paradise on

earth, an Island of the Immortals within the mortal world.

The whole scene of West Lake is spectacular all together,
With green mountains one on the other, full waters flowing.
Through the trees, one seems to hear the sound of the shuttle,

Someone might be living among the subtle green.

West Lake is lovely in the morning, at night, on clear days, and in the rain:

Clear mornings open the gaze with an expanse of crystalline lake-light;

At evening, leaning on a railing, one can see layered mountains through the mists.

When snow falls, the banks and building eves are blanketed in jade powder;
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On moonlit nights, twinkling pearls litter the sky.
The two peaks stand at the south and north, staring out at each other;
The three temples of Hinduka Mountain retreat into green shadows.

The crowds of monks return to Tianzhu; the flower-sellers come down to Liuyin.

Whenever spring comes, you find beautiful flowers, bloom-filled branches, red grasses,
purple stamens, tender greens, and coquettish yellows; you find golden apple trees, jade plums,
Yuexi peaches, Xiangpu apricots, Luoyang peonies, and Chengdu crabapples; you find red bush
cherries, white thimbleberries, purple lilacs, yellow roses, and coronet peonies, which can all be worn
to greet the spring. And these are just the flowers. To speak of that water, it has the quality of multi-
colored, rippling glass, and a thick green over which a floating light sparkles.

When that lake water is used to make liquor, it gives it sweetness; when you steam rice with
it, it gives the rice fragrance; when used for vinegar, it is more tart, when used to wash clothes, it
makes them whiter. The things that come from the lake: the water chestnuts are sweet, the lotus
loots crisp, their blossoms tender, and the fish are fresh. When that court artisan who decorates
imperial rooms takes this water for ink, his mountains and rivers stand out in the sharpest of greens
and blues. When that dyer takes this water for dye, his purples darken and his reds brighten, and all
his colors become more attractive. There couldn’t be fewer than thousands of painted boats
crossing this lake like arrows, canoes going back and forth like shuttles, just like the scene were
painted on a fan. A two-line poem goes:

Carve out a space full of birds and fishes for forgetting all attachment,

Display in full the paradisiacal land of West Lake.

West Lake is not to deep nor too shallow, not too wide nor too long:



257

Were it too deep, it would be hard to pole a boat;
Were it too shallow, it would be hard to wave a rudder.
Were it too wide, one could not meet people for pleasure;

Were it too long, one could not get there and back.

There is another short lyric that speaks just of the excellence of West Lake:
The remains of the glorious capitol, the unsurpassable scenes of West Lake.
Waters rise from deep sources, waves fill the farthest shore. Strong,
White-capped waves, like a field in in prodigious harvest,
Layers on layers of blue-green mountains, where citizens
Find pleasure through all four seasons.
Besides, there is the five-mile dyke, where flowers shine
on painted bridges, and willows caress red railings;
On Northern and Southern Peak, clouds enclose tall towers,
Mists cover over Buddhist temples.
Peach streams and apricot embankments,
Rare grasses and spectacular flowers;
Ancient caves and secluded cliffs,
White stones and clear springs.
One thinks of Su Dongpo’s best lines,
Which left him a literary name undying;
One imitates Du Fu’s fragrant spirit,
Toasting the enchanting beauty of the spring months.

Princes and nobles’ sons,



Beauties from Yue and ladies from Wu,
Ride precious steeds in silver saddles
Or decorated floral carriages.
Brilliant sunlight warms cinnabar and turquoise;

A pleasant breeze ruffles gauze and silk.

Were it not for the sun’s setting, and the city gates closing,

The fun would continue all through the night.

The scenery among the red apricot branch-tips,
Within the green shadows of the poplars
Surpasses that of the Isle of the Immortals.
An unearthly fragrance hangs heavy in the air,

Angelica and eupatorium are in full bloom.

Straining the eye, one can see a brocade of young peach blossoms

And a carpet of fragrant grass and moss on the embankment.

When the wind comes, the waves are tinged white,
When the rain passes, the distant mountains are green.
Mist covers the banks of willow and poplar;

Flowers blanket the ground of this ancient province.

258
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Today I'll tell the story of a young man who, just because he came to West Lake to enjoy
himself on the Tomb-Sweeping Festival, ran into a whole lot of trouble. Even today, the ancient
remnants [of the story] can be seen on West Lake, and the story is still retold.

During the Chunxi reign of the Song emperor Xiaozong (5), there was a man who resided
near Yongjin gate in the capital city of Lin’an and served as a garrison commander under First
Minister Yue. His surname was Xi, and so everyone called him Commander Xi. He had one son, Xi
Xuanzan (6). After Xuanzan’s father, the former commander, passed away, the immediate family
had only four members, including Xuanzan’s mother and wife. Xuanzan’s mother also had a
brother, who had traveled to Dragon-Tiger Mountain to take orders as a Daoist monk. Her son, Xi
Xuanzan, was not much older than twenty; he never indulged in women or wine, but loved roaming
about at leisure. That day was the Tomb-Sweeping Festival. What was it like?

A day of scattered rain and sporadic sunlight,
Air and breeze neither cold nor warm.
A burst of new spring green, like specially cut green gauze;
Tendrils of pale red, not unlike tailored strips of bright brocade.
The mimicking yellow parrot calls in a separate courtyard,

The powdered butterfly, searching for fragrance, circles the carven railing.

Xi Xuanzan said: “Today is the Tomb-Sweeping Festival, when handsome men and beautiful
women go to enjoy themselves on the lake. I think I’ll go myself to take in the scenery and have
some fun there. How does that sound?” Thus he went to see his mother in the main hall, to report
to her. “Mama, today your son wants to go have fun on the lake, what is your respected opinion of

this?” Mama replied: “Child, you may certainly go, but you should come home soon.”
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Having earned Mama’s spoken approval, Xi Xuanzan left home on his own, with his
crossbow in hand. He went all the way out the Qiantang Gate, passed the Zhaoqging Temple, and
made his way toward Shuimotou. Just as he was passing the Four Sages Priory by the Duan Family
Bridge (7), ‘twas seen [zhi jian] a crowd of people making a great commotion in front of the Priory.
Parting the crowd, Xuanzan saw a gitl. How was she dressed?

A tricorn cloth tied round her head, three strings of red gauze tied into her hair,

Three short hairpins of gold, clad top to bottom in plain white cloth.

This girl had lost her way. When Xuanzan saw her situation, he stepped forward and asked the girl:
“Whose daughter are you? Where do you liver”

The girl replied: “Your servant’s last name is Bai, and I live on the lake. My grandma and I
came out to have a walk, but I lost sight of her, and lost my way.” She grabbed hold of Xuanzan’s
clothing, and said: “I know you, my young official. You live right nearby us.” Then she did nothing
but cry, and wouldn’t let him go. All Xuanzan could do was take her with him onto the ferry back to
Yongjin Gate; they alighted on shore and went home to meet his mother. Mother said: “My son, you
went out to enjoy yourself. Why have you brought this girl back?” Xuanzan related everything event
by event to Mama, pointing out: “This is fundamentally a good deed. If someone comes looking,
we’ll return her.”

The girl’s nickname was Mao Nu (8). From this point on, she stayed in their house. In an
instant, nearly two weeks passed. One day, Xuanzan was eating a meal at home, when ‘twas heard a
commotion before his front gate. Xuanzan saw a four-man palanquin stopped before the gate, inside
of which sat an old woman. Looking at that old woman, we see she had:

Chicken skin all over her body, a white crane’s hair, white as silver;

Eyes as cloudy as autumn waters slightly stirred, hair as white as pale mountain mists.
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Her form was like a flower at the end of March,;

Her life like a chrysanthemum after the frost of nine autumns (9).

This old lady stepped down from the palanquin and approached the front gate. Xuanzan
noticed that she was wearing black clothing. When Mao Nu saw the old woman from beneath the
window blind, she called out: “A thousand fortunes to you!”

The old woman said: “I nearly died of worry! I've gone asking door-to-door for you; who
was it that saved you?”

Mao Nu said: “I got the help of this gentleman, who saved me and brought me here.” The
old woman greeted Xuanzan, who invited her in for tea. The old woman said: “It’s a rare chance
that Xuanzan should be able to save you from such a disaster. It would be better if we invited him
over and thanked him for his service with ale.” The old woman mounted the palanquin, thanked
Xuanzan’s mother, and mounted the palanquin together with Mao Nu (10). Xi Xuanzan followed
the palanquin all the way to a small gated house beside the Four Sages Priory. Standing beneath the
gate tower, Xuanzan saw:

Red doors with golden studs, sea-green tiles filling the eaves.
Red plastered walls enclosing four sides,
Two carved railings of jade masonry.

Entirely like an immortal fairy’s cave, or a monarch’s palace.

The old woman led Xi Xuanzan inside. Inside, now is seen a middle-aged woman in white
coming out to receive Xuanzan. Xuanzan put eyes on the woman, and she really did look like:
Piled hair like green clouds, smooth skin like white snow.

Her gaze sending out waves of autumn water,
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Her brows contoured like the line of spring mountains.
Red cheeks through light powder like peach-blossom stamens;
Delicate lips faintly touched with cherry red.

When she walked, her shoes revealed small golden lotuses,

When she reached out, she revealed jade fingers like slender spring bamboo shoots (11).

When that woman saw Mao Nu, she asked the old woman: “Where did you find my
daughter?” The old woman related in every detail the story of Xuanzan saving Mao Nu. The woman
in white then exchanged pleasantries with Xuanzan before they sat down as host and guest to a
meal. Two maidservants in dark blue robes set out ale for them. In 2 moment, food from the land
and water was set out before them. What did it look like?

Pearl droplets within a glass bowl,
Roasted dragon and broiled phoenix dripping with jade fat.
A fragrant breeze blows through the boudoir curtains,
Starting the roll of tortoiseshell drums and the notes of a dragon flute.
The feast before you, you drink many toasts and stagger home drunk on someone’s arm;
White teeth open in song, ah, slender waists dance.
The white sun of spring is just setting on the horizon,

While peach petals flutter down everywhere like red rain.

After many goblets and ale-cups, they had drunk quite a bit. Xi Xuanzan stared at the
woman, saw that she was as beautiful as flowers and jade; his spirit was stirred, and he asked for her
name. Then was seen someone coming forward, saying: “Milady, with a new man here today, should

we change out the old one?”
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The woman said: “That’s right. Quickly, prepare him as a chaser for Xuanzan as he drinks.”
Then ‘twas seen: two strong servants carried a young man out. They stripped him of his belt and
headscarf, undid his braid, and tied him to the central pillar of the hall. Before him was a silver pan
and a long knife. In an instant, they cut open his torso, pulled out his heart and liver, and presented
them to the lady. Xuanzan was so frightened he almost fainted. The lady poured some hot ale and
held up the organs, inviting Xuanzan to eat. Xuanzan begged off, refusing to drink. The lady and the
old woman both ate them. The lady in white said: “Such a rare chance that Xuanzan should save my
daughter’s life. As I no longer have a husband, I am eager to give myself in marriage to Xuanzan.”
Truly:

Spring is midwife to flowers; wine is matchmaker for lust (12).

That night, the two went hand in hand into the orchid chamber.

After the first night, Xuanzan was kept on by the lady for over two weeks. Xuanzan’s face
turned yellow and his body thinned. Wanting to return home, he said: “Milady, I beg you to allow
me to return home for a few days before coming back to you.” Before he had finished speaking, we
see a person come in to report: “Milady, today we have someone new. Shall we change out the old
oner” The lady said: “Bring him in!” Several strong men pushed someone into the room. How did
that person look?

Wide-set brows and clear eyes,
Lively energy and a strong spirit,
Like the hero Ma Chao of the Three Kingdom:s,
Or Guan Suo, Guan Yu’s son, from the Huai River delta.
Like a living Guanyin from Xichuan,

Or Lord Bingling, from the mountain god’s palace.
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The lady invited that man to sit and drink with her, and ordered that Xuanzan’s heart and
liver be cut out. Xuanzan was on the point of passing out from fear, and could only run to Mao Nu
and say: “Young lady, I saved your life, now you must save mine!” Mao Nu went before the lady in
white and said: “Milady, he once saved Mao Nu, you should let him go.”

The woman said: “Cover up that thing for now.” Thus ‘twas seen: a strongman took out an
iron cage, with which he trapped Xuanzan. The cage pressed down on him like a mountain. The lady
now went off to become husband and wife with that young man.

At the edge of the cage, Mao Nu said, “I will save you.” She lifted up one end of the cage,
saying: “Elder brother, you must close your eyes. If you open them, you will die before your time.”
After she spoke, Xuanzan closed his eyes, and Mao Nu put him on her back. Xuanzan heard the
sounds of wind and rain close by his ears; when he touched Mao Nu’s neck, he found she was
wearing a feathered cape. Xuanzan thought in his gut: “How strange!” Moments later, he heard Mao
Nu call out: “Fall to earth!” When he opened his eyes, he didn’t see Mao Nu, but found himself atop
the city wall of Qiantang. Dawn had not yet arrived. What did the scene look like?

The Big Dipper tilted far, white light growing in the East.
The neighbor’s cock crows three times, calling the beauty to don her makeup;
The noble steed whinnies, exhorting men to the arenas of fame and wealth.
A few morning clouds string across the blue-green sky;

One red sun climbs into the mulberry tree.

Slowly, Xuanzan went along the road to Yongjin Gate, and finally to his own front door. His
wife opened the gate, saying as she did so: “Xuanzan, you only went out to send the girl back. Why

were you gone for half a month? You made your mother worry all day.”



265

His mother heard the news, and when she saw Xuanzan’s face was yellow and his body thin,
she said: “How is it you have you been gone for so long?”

Xuanzan said: “Your son almost had no chance to see his mother again!” And he told his
mother the story from the beginning. Shocked, she said: “My son, I know what it is. I recall that the
aqueduct for Yongjin Gate is here. It must be that it has been blocked up, and thus such a thing has
happened. Go rest, my son. I will find us another house to move into.” One day, they found an
empty house near the bay by Zhaoqing Temple; they picked an auspicious day for moving and
moved in.

Xuanzan rested until he was well. Time slipped away quickly, and soon, a full year had
passed, and the Tomb-Sweeping Festival was again upon them. What did it look like?

Every home was forbidden from lighting a fire, but the flowers held fire.
Every chimney hid its smoke, but the willows puffed mist.
Silver-bridled horses neighed over aromatic fields of grass;

In jade pavilions, people felt intoxicated by scenes of apricot flowers.

Xi Xuanzan said: “It was today of last year that I ran into that woman; now it’s a full year
later.” That day, Xuanzan took his crossbow and went out the back door around the willow trees,
looking for birds. “T'was seen something in the tree cawing; that was a thing that to any human eyes
would be disgusting. What did it look like?

The calls of the hundred birds make all hearers happy;
Only the cawing of the crow signals something ominous.
Those who see it hate it, and those who hear it spit;

All because in the past, it gossiped too much.
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It turns out that it was a crow. Xi Xuanzan nocked an arrow, got a clear sight, and fired his
bolt, scoring a direct hit. The crow fell to earth, jumped a few times, and then suddenly transformed
into an old woman in black robes — the very same woman from last year. The old woman said:
“Xuanzan, you’re awfully fast, to have moved all the way over here.”

Xuanzan cried: “A ghost!” And turned to run.

The old woman said: “Where do you think you’re going, Xuanzan?” She cried out: “Come
down!” Thus ‘twas seen a carriage falling from the sky, filled with spectral messengers. The old
woman said: “Grab him and put him in the carriage! You will have to close your eyes; if you open
them, I'll have you dead before your time.” Then ‘twas seen the fragrant carriage [XX] rising from
the ground; in a moment, it had sped back to the front door of that same gatehouse before Four
Sages Priory.

The old woman led Xuanzan straight into the main hall. Then ‘twas seen the woman in
white coming down from the great hall, saying: “Xuanzan, you left in a hurry!”

Xuanzan said: “May milady forgive me.” And she kept him there again as her husband.

After more than half a month, Xuanzan said: “May it please milady, Zan has an aging
mother at home; I fear she will worry, so I will go visit, and then return.” When the lady heard this,
her willow eyebrows shot up and her sparkling eyes widened in anger. She said: “You still think of
running awayr!” She cried: “Where are my spectral servants? Fetch me his heart and lungs!” She
ordered that Xuanzan be tied to pillar.

Xuanzan screamed for Mao Nu, saying: “I saved you once, will you not save me?” Mao Nu
went before the lady and said: “He once saved your servant; please do not do this!”

The lady said: “You worthless little thing, back to plead with me again? Put him in the
chicken cage for now, and I will kill him later.” The spectral servants untied his bonds and covered

him with the iron cage.
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Xuanzan called to heaven and earth with no response. Amid his frustration, ‘twas seen Mao
Nu at the edge of the cage. She said, “Elder brother, I will save you again!” Thereupon she lifted up
the iron cage and said: “Close your eyes and hold on to me.” Xuanzan held on to her once more,
and heard the sound of wind and rain by his ear. Moments later, Mao Nu cried “Get down!” She
tossed Xuanzan down, and he fell into a zizania swamp (13). Opening his eyes, he cried out: “Save
me!” Then ‘twas seen two people coming to save Xuanzan. Xuanzan told them once [what
happened], and the two said: “Very strange! This young man has been touched by demons! Where
do you live?”

Xuanzan replied: “My home is the bay by Zhaoqing temple.” The two escorted Xuanzan
home. When his mother heard, she came out to meet the two. The zizania farmers described how
they saved Xuanzan. His aging mother was overjoyed, poured them ale in gratitude, and the two left
on their own. Xuanzan related the story once more to his aged mother. His mother said: “My son,
you simply must not leave the house.”

Several days passed. One day, as his aged mother was standing behind the screen of the
door, ‘twas seen the screen parting, and a gentleman entered. How was he attired?

Hair parted into two braids at the temples, a short-sleeved robe of simple cloth on his body.
Strong, righteous features, a cold gravitas about him.
He could have been one of the three pure visitors to the High Heavens;
he must have been a man beyond the world, visiting from Penglai Island.

The aged mother took one look, and said: “Uncle, it has been so long. What brings you here
today?” This gentleman was Commander Xi’s brother, the Daoist priest, just returned from Dragon
Tiger Mountain. He said: “Honorable sister-in-law, how are you here?” Xuanzan came out to pay
respects to his uncle. The gentleman quoth: “I saw that in the west of the city, black mists were

rising, and I knew that demons were entrapping people, and so I came. It’s right here, in your



268

house.” Mother told him all about past events. The gentleman said: My nephew, these three demons
have you tightly in their grasp.” Mama arranged for a vegetarian meal and invited the priest to
partake. The gentleman said: “Tomorrow I will scatter magic figures by Four Sages Priory. You
should come to see me. Write an appeal to the altar, and I will judge these demons.” Then the priest
departed.

When the next day came, Xuanzan and his aged mother put together some fragrant paper
and wrote an appeal to the altar. They locked their front door, asked the neighbors to look after the
house, and went to Four Sages Priory to meet the priest. The priest examined the appeal and said:
“When evening comes, I will deal with them.” First, he made Xuanzan drink water soaked in
magical figures so he would vomit up the demons’ saliva. As evening fell, he lit the lamps and
burned incense. His mouth full of magic words, he drew a symbol and burned it in the lamp flame.
Then ‘twas seen a wind rising. What was it like?

Wind, wind.
Churns green, floats red.
Now north-south, now east-west.
In spring, it opens poplar and willow; in fall, denudes the parasol tree.

It sends chill through red gates, and cold air into poor alleys (14).

Chang’e hastily closes the Moon Palace doors;

Liezi ascends to Heaven, calling for salvation.

Where the wind passed, a spirit general [appeared]. How was he attired?
His complexion dark as a ripe date,

The light in his eyes shining like shooting stars.
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His black silk robe embroidered with patterned flowers,
On his red-painted forehead was carved a golden [X] tiger.
In one hand, he held a sword inlaid with seven treasures;

At his waist he wore a belt of blue celestial jade.

The general made a respectful greeting: “Reporting to my master. What order do you have?”

The priest said: “Go to the lake for me, and catch the three spirits there!” The general
assented. He was not gone for long, before ‘twas seen the old lady, Mao Nu, and the lady in white
hauled before the priest.

The priest said: “You are all demons. How dare you assault the son of a court official?!”

The three said: “He shouldn’t have stopped up my water outlet. If it please the gentleman,
please forgive us, we did not end his life.”

The priest said: “Reveal your true forms!”

Mao Nu said: “May it please elder brother, I never once hurt you, please don’t [let the priest]
reveal me!”

The priest ordered the general to start hitting them. Had he not hit them, all things might
pass; but having hit them there a few times, we now see Mao Nu changing into a black-bone
chicken, the old lady into an otter, and the lady in white into a white snake (15). The priest said:
“Fetch iron pots. Take hold of the demons, and put them inside.” They closed the pots and locked
them with magic seals, then anchored them in the middle of the lake. Priest Xi used alms to produce

three stone towers to cover the three spirits in the lake. Even today, these old edifices still remain.

Xuanzan followed his uncle, taking lay orders of Daoism along with his mother. He lived to be a

hundred before he died.
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The birth of three demons out of the lake brought a sage-like priest among us here.
Today he caught and held them in a snare, so for ten thousand years we could have peace.

The Tale of the Three Towers is ended (16)

Notes:

(1) The characters rubua N3&, printed at the beginning without further context. This is a common
element of the eartly huaben.
(2) Su Shi ##X, courtesy name Dongpo $ 3%, one of the poets mentioned in the Drunken Man

prologue. The above poem appears in his collected poems with only minor variations.
(3) [X] refers to one character missing; another line five lines further on is missing three characters.
(4) An historically famous ale-house in what is now Hangzhou, known while capitol of the Southern
Song dynasty as Lin’an.
(5) Southern Song, 1174 — 1189.

(6) Xuanzan & # is likely not a given name, but an official title, possibly the short form of & %4~

A, a herald to the local magisterium.
(7) Independent historical references confirm the existence of all of the above locations.
(8) Mao YJ, signifying the fourth month of the year — spring, around the time of the Tomb-

Sweeping Festival.

(9) As Hanan notes, this same “face-opening” descriptive poem also appears in The Three Demons of
Luoyang to describe an identical character — one of the many similarities between the two huaben.

(10)  This repetition is present in the original text.

(11)  This descriptive lyric contains multiple tropic descriptions of a beautiful woman (piled hair
like green clouds, brows contoured like spring mountains, small golden lotus [feet]).

(12) A highly conventional gnomic couplet that appears in several of the eatly huaben; see Chapter
2 for reference.

(13)  Zizania latifolia (jiaobai 3% &), or Manchurian wild rice, cultivated in wetlands for its edible

stem, including (at that time) around the newly-dug border areas of West Lake. Although
Xuanzan’s mother attributes the arrival of demons to the blocking of an aqueduct near Yongjin
Gate, the illicit farming of zizania appears to have been a significant historical cause of
blockages, as well as the reason the “three towers” were installed in the first place. See (Cheng
and Hong, 2012), p. 74.

(14)  This poem also appears in both The Three Demons of Luoyang and The White Falcon.

(15)  Note that now, Mao Nu is a black fowl (not a crow), while the old woman is an otter, and
the mistress a white snake.

(16)  Like the “entry story” tag in the beginning, this is printed on the final line of the text.
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