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Abstract This paper is a discussion of the fantastic genre in literature and
film. I employ the term genre in this paper in two ways. First, | attempt to
define the fantastic as a genre of writing through the emblematic form of the
zhiguai. Second, | link this genre of writing to fantastic film, a category of
genre film that has dominated the market in China recently. One of the
earliest forms of fiction in Chinese literature, zhiguai were often contrasted
to textually verifiable historic writing. First, | contrast discussions of zhiguai
to modern conceptions of the fantastic and Enlightenment and revolutionary
conceptions of narrative and history. The zhiguai share some features with
fantastic storytelling in Europe, notably the Gothic tale that emerged in the
late eighteenth century. Second, | draw links between state intervention in
religion and superstition and the early modern classification of fantastic
literature and film. State anti-superstition campaigns in the early twentieth
century would frame fantastic films as superstitious (shenguai dianying).
Third, I discuss how the fantastic has been framed in the contemporary China.
The modern and contemporary fantastic in China is a combination of Chinese
and Western categories of the real and the supernatural.

Keywords strange stories (zhiguai), superstition (mixin), fantastic (gihuan),
genre films
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term “genre” in two ways. First, | attempt to define the fantastic as a genre
of writing. Secondly, I link this genre of writing to fantastic film, a category of
“genre film” (leixing pian %%+ ). “Genre films” dominate the market in
China, marginalizing other forms of production. Concerns about the
dominance of genre films recall historical attitudes towards popular culture
in China." This paper is not an attempt to survey all fantastic writings in
Chinese, a topic that deserves a much larger study than one paper. | am
interested in highlighting a line that connects concepts of the supernatural in
literature and film and in broader cultural sectors, in particular government
policy towards superstition and religion formed through three historical
periods from the early twentieth century until the founding of the People’s
Republic of China and after. Distinguished from historical writings, zhiguai .
¥ are one of the earliest forms of fiction in Chinese literature. The zhiguai
were also one of the earliest forms of deliberately fantastic literature in China.
State anti-superstition campaigns in the early twentieth century would frame
fantastic films considered superstitious (shenguai dianying ?Hﬂ‘[}“%?{g). This
paper reads the fantastic genre® as a nodal point of intersection for image,
discourse, and history.

The Pre-Modern and the Post-Enlightenment

In this section | contrast pre-modern definitions of the strange to
Enlightenment and revolutionary conceptions of history and narrative.
Premodern perceptions of the strange in China are not easily amenable to the
analysis of modern European conceptions of the fantastic. Nevertheless,
there are moments of contact with history as a form of writing, and narrative
as an historic form. One of the most important tropes for the fantastic is the

' See Liu Fan, “The Present State and the Problems of Chinese Cinema,” 74—78. Some of
the other types of “non-genre” films Liu mentions include big-budget auteur, art house,
and main melody (official) cinema.

? | view the “genre film” as a genre of film in an analogous way as zhigudi is a genre of
writing. Both the genre film and zhiguai are categories of cultural production historically
framed as emerging from outside particular, dominant forms. Zhiguai were contrasted to
verifiable historical writing, and the genre film was contrasted to legitimized auteur
cinema. Although literary genres usually have longer historical roots, so to speak, recent
literary and film genres such as science fiction, but especially fantasy, have dovetailed as
market and industry categories are linked through adaptation.
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ghost, a quasi-universal figure that juxtaposes concepts of the real and the
unreal, and a very important component of fantastic narrative. Chin Wan [
Z=notes the way different attitudes towards ghosts in Sinophone culture
were shaped by colonialism and public policy,” refering to anti-superstition
campaigns that were central to cultural policy from the early modern to the
revolutionary period. | return to these campaigns below.

Lin Geng #f51 suggests a division of labor between historic and literary
writing. Lin suggests Sima Qian’s fi/fL:# (1452-90 BCE) collective historical
biographies as precursors to “literary sketches” (biji xiaoshuo 275t-[-3t) and
the storytelling that would give birth to “chapter novels” (zhanghui xiaoshuo
7&.%[{1'1‘%&). Lin puts emphasis on literary sketches of the Wei-Jin ;F;L?,, in
particular Soushen ji %HHF%I“ (more on this below). One of the most
well-known fictional forms to emerge out of the history-fiction division of
labor was the zhiguai. Kenneth J. DeWoskin notes the rise of zhiguai as “a
short form of narrative often thought of as the characteristic prose of Six
Dynasties China.”> DeWoskin notes, zhiguai “bear many formal similarities to
a number of historical forms of writing, but they virtually exclude plausible
historical materials from their writing . . . What one chooses to call the
zhiguai—fiction, proto-fiction, or simply an antecedent of fiction—is
ultimately a matter of deciding what Chinese fiction s . . . .”

Leo Tak-hung Chan notes it was not until the Ming (1368-1644) that zhiguai
becomes a “generic designation.”” DeWoskin points out the term zhiguai
“means something like ‘describing anomalies” and “[s]ince the Ming dynasty
it has been used to designate a genre of tales and notices that focus on
fantastic men, fantastic places, and fantastic events.”® Richard Wang notes
that “[a]ccording to general Chinese language academic accounts, Chinese
literary fiction developed in the Six Dynasties through anomalous stories
(zhiguai) and matured in Tang chuangi fﬁlf .. ..”% In her study of Pu
Songling &5 (1640-1715), Judith Zeitlin notes “the concept of the strange

3 See Chin Wan, “Xuyan,” 3.

* Lin Geng, Zhongguo wenxue jianshi, 97-100.

> Kenneth J. DeWoskin, “The Six Dynasties Chih-Kuai and the Birth of Fiction,” 21. | have
changed the term from DeWoskin’s Wade-Giles chih-kuai to the zhiguai.

® DeWoskin, “The Six Dynasties Chih-Kuai and the Birth of Fiction,” 22-23.

7 Leo Tak-hung Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, 9-10.

& DeWoskin, “The Six Dynasties Chih-Kuai and the Birth of Fiction,” 22

° Richard G. Wang, Ming Erotic Novellas, 6. | borrow Richard Wang’s succinct summary of
these fictional forms for convenience, but Wang is critical of this reductive history.
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is thus a cultural construct created and constantly renewed through writing
and reading . . . a psychological effect produced through literary and artistic
means.”" In his discussion of Ji Yun 5% (1724-1805), Leo Chan notes the
supernatural was an important aspect of stories of the strange." Narratives
of the strange, the fantastic, the anomalous, were formed by generic and
historical considerations. DeWoskin and Crump note that in the Jin shu f‘,%;
(Book of Jin) biography of one of the first compilers of stories of the strange,
Kan Pao &% (hereafter Gan Bao), there is a fantastic story of a female
servant of Gan Bao’s father who survives interment for ten years. DeWoskin
and Crump suggest the story may have been included to explain the impetus
for Gan Bao’s zhiguai collection, Soushen ji."” As Robert Campany notes, the
strange is viewed as both a type of knowledge and a genre of writing that
brings into question ideas about canonicity and historic actuality.”

Despite the complex interaction between anomaly and facticity in
pre-modern stories of the strange, modern notions and concepts of the
strange evidence the way even a culturally specific genre like zhiguai is
adapted and changed over time. European concepts of supernatural tales are
quite wide-ranging, and include the well-known Mdrchen of the Brothers
Grimm and the Scottish ballad tradition. The European Romantic interest in
folk stories coincides quite well with certain aspects of the zhiguai genre.
However, | wish to bring out an aspect of Romantic storytelling to discuss the
modern reception of zhiguai-type narratives in China.

Leo Tak-hung Chan notes zhiguai collections occupied a particular place
vis-a-vis other, “serious” types of literary production.” Leo Chan suggests a
possible fad for such collections in the eighteenth century that coincides with
the rise of Gothic fiction in Europe, especially in France, Germany, and

'° See Judith T. Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 6. See 5—7 for an interesting reading of
several words linked to “strange.”

" Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, 22, note 48.

> Kenneth J. DeWoskin and James Irving Crump translate the relevant passage in Gan
Bao’s biography in “Introduction,” in Kan Bao, In Search of the Supernatural, xxv—xxvi. For
the Chinese, see Fang Xuanling, Jin shu, juan 82, 2149-51.

B From Robert Campany’s translation of the Gan Bao biography in Strange Writing, 147.

'* See Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, 30-37 where he contrasts Ji Yun’s zhiguai
collection to his work on Complete Library of the Four Treasuries (Siku quanshu) that
“helped . . . define ‘orthodoxy’ from two perspectives—the political and the intellectual”

(31).
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England. Like the rise of strange story compilations in China, part of the rise
of Gothic fiction was linked to the market, but unlike the Chinese tale, the
Gothic tale emerged in a period of rationalism. As E. J. Clery notes, the
“supernatural” aspect of the European Gothic narratives was juxtaposed to
“the position of enlightenment as an ambiguous figure of the break with the
naive beliefs of the past.” Chinese compiler authors of zhiguai produced a
form of literary production exchanged, collected, and discussed, amongst
elite literati in the Ming and Qing. Gothic writing was a sensationalistic
mass-market form sometimes even linked to the terrors of the French
Revolution.™

The separation between historical writing and zhiguai was never cut and
dry. As Robert Campany puts it: “at bottom, anomaly accounts were new
wine in old bottles; they were a casting of familiar nets of historical,
geographical, and biographical writing over an ever more demarcated,
isolated, and articulated domain of objects that shared the fundamental
taxonomic marker of being anomalous.”” However, the strange story was
anecdotal, based on hearsay, and as such not verifiable as history.18 Film
historian Li Zhen % & claims that since Sima Qian Chinese history is
positivistic and relies upon textual evidence to construct an historical
record.” At the very least, the strange or anomalous stories called zhiguai
represent a form of writing distinguished from historic writing as textually
verifiable. This pre-modern form of fantastic tale stands in a complex
relationship to history, emerging from, but considered not entirely suitable as,
a bona fide historical narrative. The tendency to read zhiguai as somewhat
separate and supplemental to history persists even into the eighteenth
century.”

As Terry Eagleton shows, Enlightenment rationalism spawned its own

> See E. J. Clery, The Rise of Supernatural Fiction, 1762-1800, 4.

'* Emma McEvoy, “Introduction,” xvi. Regarding how the zhiguai genre “was exchanged,
collected and discussed, amongst elite literati” in the Ming and Qing, see Chan, The
Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, 28-30. However, Richard Wang makes some important
points about how little we actually know about Ming readership in Ming Erotic Novellas, 88
and after.

7 Robert F. Campany, Strange Writing, 158.

8 See Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 46 and Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts,
18-19.

' Li Zhen, “Xin Zhongguo dianying shixue: Kunjing, jingyan yu qishi,” 69-74.

*° See Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, 29-30.
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mythic framework: “Everything that has taken place has taken place in some
form already, since myth is cyclical, and Reason reveals a world that is

9921

everywhere the same.”” Barthes claimed novelistic and historical narratives
shared a common grammatical form, the preterite, the simple past tense:
“The world is not unexplained since it is told like a story; each one of its
accidents is but a circumstance, and the preterite is precisely this operative
sign whereby the narrator reduces the exploded reality to a slim and pure
logos, without density, without volume, without spread, and whose sole
function is to unite as rapidly as possible a cause and an end.”** In Barthes,
the novel borrows veracity from history and thereby universalizes the novel
as a form of fiction: “It creates a content credible, yet flaunted as an illusion;
it is the ultimate term of a formal dialectics which clothes an unreal fact in the
garb first of truth then of a lie denounced as such. This has to be related to a
certain mythology of the universal typifying the bourgeois society of which
the Novel is a characteristic product; it involves giving to the imaginary the
formal guarantee of the real, but while preserving in the sign the ambiguity
of a double object, at once believable and false.”**> The simple past endows
historical and novelistic events with teleology.

The “mythology of the universal typifying the bourgeois society of which
the Novel is a characteristic product” summarizes the relationship between
history and fiction posited by Barthes, but also the “Western” novel as a
bourgeois or middle class mass form linked to history as a manifestation of
itself, what Gyorgy Lukdcs described as ‘“the common character of the
reactions to reality which in history and literature produce analogous subjects
and forms of historical consciousness.”** Lukacs believed the revolutions of
1848 affected the historical knowledge of the European subject: “Progress is
no longer seen as an essentially unhistorical struggle between humanist
reason and feudal-absolutist unreason . . . human progress develops ever
increasingly out of the inner conflict of social forces in history itself . . . .”*
The novel as representative of a European and Western genre became the

See Terry Eagleton, Culture and the Death of God, 59.
See Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, 30-31.

> |bid., 33.

** Gydrgy Lukécs, The Historical Novel, 173.

> 1bid., 27.

22
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vehicle for universalizing European/Western history and, even more
importantly, the concept of history itself.

Benedict Anderson suggests that the “old fashioned novel,” that tale told
“in a particular month of a particular decade,” could potentially unite a
7% Anderson suggests an analogy
between the novel and the nation “a sociological organism moving

nation as an “imagined community.

calendrically through homogeneous empty time.””” However, the national
time signified by the modern novel will also be part of a re-structuring of the
nation’s cultural history, including a modern reconfiguration of concepts of
history and fiction (and fiction as history). If pre-modern zhiguai had a place
in the conversation and writings of elite literati in pre-modern China, the
subsequent fate of the strange, the fantastic, will be problematized by the
introduction of the rational and irrational as poles of interpretation of the
fantastic, as well as concepts of realism as a state form. The emergence of
rationalized categories of realism, and by implication its opposite, emerge
within both Enlightenment and revolutionary histories.

Reading the pre-modern story of the strange presents historical and
methodological problems. Zeitlin and Campany both object to using the
structuralist approach developed by Tzvetan Todorov in The Fantastic. Zeitlin
summarizes Todorov: “If the narrated events accord with the laws of
post-Enlightenment scientific common sense, we are in the realm of the
uncanny; if they contradict these laws, we have entered the realm of the
marvelous. Only when the reader hesitates between these two alternatives

8 ;
72¢ Campany avoids “some scholars’

are we in the realm of the fantastic.
tendency [Todorov in particular] to view genres as totalizing ‘universes’ of
thought and discourse that to a large extent determine authors’ and readers’
mentality.”*° For Zeitlin, “the problem with applying a Todorovian schema to
the Chinese literature of the strange generally and to Liaozhai specifically is
immediately apparent: We cannot assume that the same ‘laws’ of

commonsense reality are always operant in other cultures or during other

%6 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 27. Also see Barthes, Writing Degree
Zero, 31.

7 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 26.

% See Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic, 24-57, summarized by Zeitlin in Historian of the
Strange, 7.

» See Campany, Strange Writing, 22-23.
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historical periods.”*°

Zeitlin and Campany seem to be in agreement that pre-modern concepts of
the fantastic cannot be judged with modern concepts of reason or rationality.
However, Christine Brooke-Rose notes that in Todorov, “[t]he basis of the
fantastic is thus the ambiguity as to whether the weird event is supernatural
or not.””" Todorov’s schema cannot be considered perfect, even for the
modern Western examples of the fantastic he reads. But Todorov is careful to
frame fantastic ambiguity as a reality within the fictional text itself: “. . . it is
not possible to define the fantastic in terms of the faithful reproduction of
732 As for the pre-modern zhiguai
that Zeitlin and Campany are concerned with, even here ambiguity towards

reality, in terms of opposition to naturalism.

the supernatural cannot be completely denied. Indeed, it would be awkward
to ignore skepticism around the subject matter of zhiguai, even by the
author/compilers themselves.?

The Ideology of the Modern and the Birth of the (Un)Real

In this section | discuss the way state intervention in religion and superstition
contributed to framing conceptions about the strange for elite and mass
culture. While Zeitlin’s “laws of post-Enlightenment scientific common
sense” may be an appropriate point of difference for the pre-modern strange
tale, the modern period in China shows a clearer separation between fiction
and the real. The strange or anomalous story is from the beginning imbued
with a supernatural aura with links to Taoism, Buddhism, and popular
religious beliefs. As Richard Wang notes, “In composing [zhiguai] many
authors assumed the serious mission of proving the actual existence of the
supernatural. Whether or not they succeeded in convincing their readers, this

3 Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 7.

3" Christine Brooke-Rose, A Rhetoric of the Unreal, 63, cited in Zeitlin, Historian of the
Strange, 7. Also see Todorov, The Fantastic, 24—40.

3 Todorov, The Fantastic, 36.

3 See Anthony C. Yu, “‘Rest, Rest, Perturbed Spirit” Ghosts in Traditional Chinese Prose
Fiction,” cited in Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts, 87. Also see Zeitlin, Historian of
the Strange, 55-56. Robert Campany devotes a section in his typology of medieval ghost
stories, “The ghostly apologue,” “In the face of known skepticism among the elite, some
stories of the ‘confrontational’ type—give what amount to explicit apologies for the real
existence of ghosts,” see “Ghost Matter,” 23.
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intent along with the general subject matter constitutes the religious
dimensions in zhiguai tales.”** Government policies towards what constituted
religion and the supernatural change drastically in the early twentieth century.
Prasenjit Duara noted that since the beginning of the twentieth century “the
Chinese state has been caught up in a logic of ‘modernizing legitimation.””*
Duara highlights two phases in the movement against religion, from 1915—17
and 1927-30. According to Duara, the first anti-religious campaign would give
birth to the neologism mixin i[ﬁ as a generalized term for superstition.36
Rebecca Nedostup notes that the concept of mixin was imported from Japan
and its use in modern China is rationalist, with links to post-Enlightenment

definitions of superstition. ¥

In many ways, the twentieth century
anti-superstition campaigns were not merely attacks on beliefs as such. As
Eagleton notes of the earlier European enlightenment: “The task was not so
much to topple the Supreme Being as to replace a benighted version of
religious faith with one that might grace coffee-house conversations in the
Strand. Radical objections to Christianity came to a head in a hostility to the

role of the church in politics.”?®

Early Republican and Communist State
attitudes towards religion in China, domestic and foreign, were (and in the
case of the CPC, still are) rooted in the social and political power of religion,
the perceived threats to government power posed by organized religion. As
Myron Cohen put it: “The obviously outstanding features of the religious
beliefs and practices attacked as superstitious is their embedment in the very
structure of social life, as in the family, lineage, or village community.”*°
Controlling the gods has always meant curbing the political power of
religious institutions. Critiquing superstition was just one, albeit abstract,
mode of attack on religion as a social and political institution, a critique of the
superstructure, as it were.

The effects of state ideology were felt in the mass media of urban centers.

In a discussion of film censorship during the Nanjing decade (1927-37), Zhiwei

w

* Richard Wang, “Fiction: Chinese Fiction and Religion,” 3066.

% Prasenijit Duara, “Knowledge and Power in the Discourse of Modernity,” 74.

® Ibid., 76.

37 Rebecca Nedostup, “Introduction,” 8-9.

3% Eagleton, Culture and the Death of God, 6. Thanks to Dongfeng Xu for bringing
Eagleton’s book to my attention.

3% Myron L. Cohen, “Being Chinese: The Peripheralization of Traditional Identity,” 129.

w
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Xiao discusses censorship directed towards Cantonese dialect, sexual content,
and superstition. In a similar manner as religion, superstitious films, shenguai
dianying, came under attack during a Nationalist anti-superstition campaign in
1928-29. Shenguai is a compound term referring to shen, “gods” or “spirits,”
and guai, which can mean “a monster” or “devil” or can function as an
adjective such as “strange” or “bizarre.” The compound refers to films with
fantastic and supernatural elements. According to Xiao, when the state
focused on urban areas it was for “expressions in the mass media that could
be linked to religion.” This resulted in bans of Hollywood films such as The
Ten Commandments and Ben Hur for religious content, and films such as Alice

%% Chinese films would

in Wonderland and Frankenstein for ‘strangeness’. ..
also come in for criticism, notably films, known nowadays as wuxia
(martial arts) that depicted magical skills and ghosts.”

The combination of censorship and the mass media market would produce
new genres of film that recall zhiguai, the traditional strange tale. The
Nationalist government promulgated a film censorship law in 1930, and

formed a Film Censorship Committee by 1931.%

Stephen Teo evidences the
way censorship may have contributed to the development of fantastic films
as wuxia shenguai. The continued production of wuxia shenguai shows that
censorship was not always strict, but nevertheless contributed to the
formation of filmic forms that used fantastic elements. Martial arts fiction as
a type of popular fiction was already differentiated from elite literature: “. ..
while May Fourth literature spoke of opposition to feudalism and the need
for progressive thinking, supernaturalism and fantasy remained embedded in
wuxia fiction of the period.”* Teo shows how the wuxia shenguai genre

would develop from costume dramas (guzhuang pian T &+ ), martial arts
p 8 g pian <

4% See Zhiwei Xiao, “Constructing a New National Culture,” 190.

4 Mixin and zongjiao 7 (religion), were Japanese neologisms. “Superstition” was
contrasted to religion as “religious practices . . . grounded in and strictly limited to the
moral and self-perfection delineated by the theological scriptures of a world religion
(Confucianism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism).” Goossaert and Palmer, The Religious
Question in Modern China, 50-51. Considering the films chosen, censorship does not seem
to have been directed at religious expression per se. Perhaps the only thing they would
have in common would be the use of special effects to depict supernatural events. See
below, and Stephen Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema, 28.

+ Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema, 42.

4 Ibid., 22.
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fiction and what Teo calls the shenguai fiction of classical literature, Journey

to the West (Xiyou ji ﬁ“[}ﬁ?—ﬂ), Canonization of the Gods (Fengshen bang #}#i11)
and the seventeenth century collection of zhiguai discussed above, Pu

Songling’s Liaozhai zhiyi Tzt gl 4

The attitudes towards shenguai cultural production went hand in hand with
ideas about religion and superstition, especially towards popular religion and
beliefs in ghosts. In the literary sphere, attitudes towards popular beliefs
were, in many ways, more nuanced than the attitudes of state bodies
towards mass media representation of the supernatural. Nevertheless,
attitudes amongst intellectuals were also very revealing, at time reaffirming
and contradicting official attitudes towards religion and superstition. In “Gui
de shengzhang” fifiu% < (The Ageing of Ghosts, 1934), Zhou Zuoren il
(1885-1967) discusses literature about ghosts and notes how such belief
could be a type of consolation: “It would seem that the view that ghosts exist
is the opium for a lot of trouble and care, a form of comfort for those
helpless in the face of the greatest sorrow and fear . ...”* Zhou’s attitude is
similar to what Nedostup calls a “new intellectual orthodoxy on religion in
China, influenced by European and American sociological thought, that
ascribed religious belief to psychological or social needs.”*

Early Marxist-Leninist attitudes towards ghosts and the supernatural were
similar to Nationalist government policies. With regard to attitudes towards
religion, in the 1920s and 30s, there was really little to distinguish the
Nationalists and the Communists. In the preface to Kulou zdji ’@’Fﬁ’ﬁ%%ﬁ%l
(Skeletal Notes, 1932), the early Marxist-Leninist cultural critic Qu Qiubai &'k
[ (1899-1935) borrows the image of “ghost talk” (guihua FA?‘F,), an
expression for nonsense, to suggest a form of useless cultural production:
“The flesh has already rotted, the blood drained, but the skeleton cannot
remain silent. Of course, he can only speak a bit of ghost talk; only jot down
some useless records. Who knows—maybe living people awakening from

* Teo also notes the importance of the “camera trickery” of Méliés and “Western Fantasy
equivalents like Peter Pan and the Arabian Nights.” See ibid., 28, and 17-39 for a brief
history.

% See Zhou Zuoren, “The Ageing of Ghosts,” 155; for the Chinese see Zhou Zuoren, “Gui
de shengzhang,” 151. Original Chinese reads: %% FAFEP% RERAY VIR, R SRR
ARV R R L.

4 Nedostup, “Introduction,” 3.



12 Sean Macdonald

dreams in the middle of the night might happily happen to listen to all this
ghost talk.” Qu is critiquing what he perceives as apolitical, liberal, and
modernist literary production of the period.*

Qu Qiubai uses the image of ghosts as a way to sarcastically criticize
particular schools of thought and cultural production. The modernist short
stories of Shi Zhecun #&5## (1905-2003) are an important example of
narrative that emerges from Chinese fantastic genres in dialogue with
Western notions of fantasy as a deliberate, irrational form of non-realism.
Definitions of religion and superstition would affect official attitudes towards
mass media representations of the fantastic and the supernatural, but in elite
literature, emergent concepts of realism (xianshi zhuyi Z¥f= %) affected
readings of the fantastic. Shi’s “Ghost Talk” was written for a special issue on
ghosts in the bimonthly humor journal Lunyu Fgrﬁ?ﬁ (Analects) in 1936. Like Qu
Qiubai’s “Skeletal Notes,” Shi also plays on the meaning of “Ghost talk,”
except Shi places ghost talk in a literary tradition that dealt with ghosts as a
supernatural theme. Shi claims that as a result of the writer Shao Xunmei’s
#M3. (1906-68) encouragement, he wanted to write an article about the
Irish Gothic writer of ghost stories Sheridan Le Fanu (1814-73), but decided
against it because, among other things, “ . .. [I] have heard this is the age of
realism, so | thought it better not to write my article.”*® Shi also links his
ghost talk to pre-modern representations of ghosts by the painter Luo
Liangfeng (Luo Ping %™, 1733-99) and zhiguai writers discussed above such
as Ji Yun and Pu Songling: “And the speaker and the listener both readily
admit these are very good ghost stories, and they are good because none of
those ghosts are ghosts. There is a specific word for this situation, and it’s
‘satire,” apparently within the scope of realism.”*’

Attitudes towards religious superstition and literary realism were integral
to the modern period and the way ghosts as emblems of the fantastic would
be framed. As with anti-superstition campaigns, attitudes towards the

4 See the Qu Qiubai, “Xu,” vol. 1, 539. The original Chinese reads: [A|=IFAf* 2, = Ry
frr‘,’l', {EHRL, Eﬁ%‘g@,ﬁgj HVERS FIER, f‘ﬁﬁlﬁﬁﬁfﬂ?ﬁ, EJﬁF%'ﬁSiEf’i‘f‘fﬁPFlfir‘%'%ﬁo ?E%&EP“—
S AU P (IR R

4 Shj Zhecun, “Gui hua,” 47. The original Chinese reads: . . . BEkL- W& fFE = %‘;Flfjﬁﬁ

4% |bid., 48. The original Chinese reads: pljﬁ?{ﬂl%ﬂ%%ﬁﬂﬁiﬁﬁﬂ%fg SRR,
AT LM . gl i[ﬁ'EJ’F'FJ Eraas  PURETE, BEC R 2 SR,
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fantastic are best read within a modern hybrid framework. Zeitlin and
Campany are skeptical of employing Todorov’s concept of the fantastic that
relies on a rational, ambiguous reading of the fictional situation, “to hesitate
between a natural and a supernatural explanation of the events described.””°
Shi Zhecun’s masterful short story “Modao” ¢l (The Demonic Way, 1933) is
noteworthy in this respect since it seamlessly partakes of Chinese and
European fantastic traditions.”’ Shi’s narrator encounters an elderly woman
on a train and through a series of stream-of-consciousness scenes the woman
appears at different moments in the narrative’s landscape, or does she?
Zeitlin claims “we cannot assume that the same ‘laws’ of commonsense
reality are always operant in other cultures or during other historical

752 Nevertheless, Shi’s modernist “Demonic Way” clearly plays on

periods.
assumptions about reality and fantasy, and the ambiguity between these two
produces a tension to construct a modern genre of writing that combines
Chinese and Western ideas about the fantastic. Thus, the modern and
contemporary fantastic is the result of a dialogue between pre-modern
concepts of the strange and anomalous, concepts of religion and superstition,
and modern, post-Enlightenment ideas of realism. It is important to note that
even compilers of zhiguai sometimes saw the need to legitimize their
collections of strange stories with moral and didactic discourse.”

In film, the situation is complicated by modes of censorship that drew their
rationale from modern ideas about religion and superstition, and what
constituted realism in filmic terms. The opening apologia of the Wan
Brothers’ 1941 animated feature Princess Iron Fan (Tieshan gongzhu Bz
constitute an important text that evidences the way the fantastic was framed
at an important moment in Chinese film and cultural history. Appearing after
the credits, the apologia is superimposed over an altar scene with a statue of
Buddha to the left of the screen: “The excellent fairy tale Journey to the West
is often misunderstood, even viewed as a superstitious novel. The present

>° Todorov, The Fantastic, 33.

3! See Shi Zhecun, “Modao” and for the English translation see “Devil’s Road.”

5% Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 7. Indeed, by that same token, one would not want to
deny “commonsense reality” to pre-modern writers of zhiguai, a form that presupposed a
strangeness in everyday life.

>3 See Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 15-25 and Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts,
17-30.
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film has adapted this material to cultivate the minds of children, superfluous
elements have been eliminated, and [the film] involves no superstition . . .
[the film] shows how the difficulties encountered in life can be overcome by
resolve and collective action .. ..”*

There is great irony in reading an apologia to the first feature-length
animated film adapted from a very well-known episode of the sixteenth
century classic vernacular novel about a Buddhist monk and three disciples,
one of which is a human monkey and another a human pig. The Princess Iron
Fan apologia was in line with laws on film censorship passed in January 1940
by the Wang Jingwei =4 (1883-1944) collaborationist government in
Shanghai to satisfy the occupying Japanese and the ruling Nationalist Party.
The exhortation to united action could be interpreted positively, who could
disagree with uniting to overcome life’s difficulties? But shenguai is
mentioned twice, satisfying 1930 and 1940 Chinese state film censorship
stipulations against “promoting superstition and heresy” (tichang mixin
xieshuo).”

Ideology of the Fantastic and a Genre-ized (Leixing hua)
Market

In this section | discuss how the fantastic has been framed in the
contemporary People’s Republic of China. The presence of fantastic film in
China is part of negotiations between the demands of film production, the
market (the expectations of spectators), and state attitudes towards
particular forms of representation and their associations. The fate of
fantastic storytelling after 1949 in Chinese Mainland is complex. Immediately
after 1949, the state began to nationalize film production and several sectors
of the economy, including education and culture generally. Attitudes towards
the fantastic are complicated by politicized cultural sectors and the
emergence of national style discourse in the mid-1950s. Theatrical

>* The original Chinese reads: (g R Fﬁ[ﬁé‘!ﬁj/,j/i" ﬁfl B LR, PR R T
R EANESAL WIS R ST, TWHE. BRI
FRy A s e fhmwriw ffj24 @#ﬁl TS e

> Wang Chaoguang, “Kangzhan shigi lunxianqu de dlanylng jiancha,” 29-30. The January
1940 censorship laws kept the stipulation against promoting superstition and heresy, but
by October 1940, the regulation had been removed, perhaps a bit late for Princess Iron Fan.
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performance was central to the cultural production of the period, including
filmed operas. In two talks given in 1956, Zhou Enlai fﬁjft’# (1898-1976)
would promote “costume dramas, historic dramas” (guzhuang xi, lishi xi "Ff,éf
i, TElIES), reiterating not only the importance of opera and theater, but also
recalling the importance of “costume” to early cinema in China.*®

Opera reforms meant editing and sometimes removing important plays for
theater repertoires based on “harmful political and ideological content” that
included feudal, superstitious, anti-scientific, and anti-patriotic content.”” Up
until the early 1960s, theater was a major determiner of the look of opera
adaptations and historical dramas in film. Nevertheless, there were limits put
on plays that crossed the line with regard to the representation of fantastic
subject matter. Animation permitted latitude with regard to the
representation of the fantastic compared to live-action film. The animator Te
Wei Hi# (1915-2010) claimed that animated film could employ exaggerated
visuals to express “fantastic intent” (huanxiang de yitu ;’:’JIE!EI?J%LQ%‘II).SE‘ Like
theater, with links to ritual and popular religion, animators in the People’s
Republic of China were able to employ the fantastic as long as they retained a
beneficial message. The film Yutong if# (Fisherboy, 1959) could feature a
boy-god who magically grew from a lotus pod in a porcelain fish bowl to fight
against a foreign Christian missionary. The fantastic could invoke popular
religious iconography within an anti-imperialist frame.

During the revolutionary period until the early 1960s, animated film would
function as a permissible form of fantasy film that satisfied national style
promotionals. The animated classic Uproar in Heaven (Danao tiangong i~
Fl,‘) (1961, 1964) was based on an episode from Journey to the West and linked
to theater reforms that began with the founding of the PRC.”® The very
important novel, Journey to the West, like the zhiguai, is a perennial subject
matter for fantastic films. One of the first shenguai films, Pansi dong 43l
(Cave of the Silken Web, 1927) is also derived from Journey to the West and
linked to costume drama, shenguai/superstitious films (as a legal film

56 See Zhou Enlai, “Guanyu Kunqu Shiwu guan de liang ci jianghua,” 4-7.
%7 See Siyuan Liu, “Theatre Reform as Censorship,” 387—-406.

5% Te Wei, “Chuangzao minzu de meishu dianying,” 50.

9 See Sean Macdonald, Animation in China, 15-47.
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category and genre of film), and martial arts cinema.®® Chinese fantasy is a
rich part of the legacy of pre-modern literature and culture that remains an
integral aspect of modern and contemporary fantastic literature, film, and
television. Interestingly, although the critical terminology has changed as a
result of recent types of production, the term shenguai, for superstitious or
fantastic narratives, was still employed by the State Administration of Press,
Publication, Radio, Film and Television (SAPPRFT) of the People’s Republic of
China in a 2007 report: “ . . . we have noticed one type of unsuitable new
trend. In recent months [television series] scripts have appeared with
absolutely no historical frame or cultural foundation, haphazardly bringing
together superstitious stories, evidencing absurd and fantastic [elements] to
an extreme degree, lacking any sort of positive meaning, and seriously
misreading and misleading [about] traditional culture.”®'

The SAPPRFT description of unnamed television series submitted for
review uses similar discourse to describe media we have seen in discussion of
zhiguai and shenguai modes, both of which had to be legitimized in relation to
history, as a “real” or actual record of events, and non-realistic, even
irrational content. The PRC market is transforming and state critical
terminology has also changed in line with critics and spectators. A 2016
speech by SAPPRFT Vice Minister Tong Gang &[] on film production shows a
reversal of attitudes towards fantastic content, which is tremendously
profitable and attractive to younger viewers and producers: “New
filmmaking talent has stepped up to allow Chinese film to genre-ize [leixing
hua] and develop into a new stage of comedies, fantasies, and animation
among others, emerging signs that various genres have appeared to satisfy
the needs of different levels of movie spectator.”®” Tong’s use of the term

8¢ See Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema, 27; Li Zhen, “Bie you ‘dong’ tian—1927 shenguai
pian Pansi dong de lishi ji jiedu,” 48—58.

8 See “Guangdian zongju guanyu 2007 nian 8 yue quanguo paishe zhizuo dianshiju bei’an
gongshi de tongzhi” and “Guangdian zongju guanyu 2011 nian 3 yue quanguo paishe
zhizuo dianshiju bei’an gongshi de tongzhi.” The orlglnal Chinese reads: 4 7| #ffiF 'fiod
PR IRRLA o, [R5 P30 30 78] LV AITE PR o ST F]E iR g e o 2 gl
Exraind |""[4\JHIFI5J’FJ'{J N ﬁﬁﬁ;@g@g i Fﬂ" Bl mgﬁ_[i geﬁ , ERCTRERRAY R, UEL
EJHGRY [~ PURGEA R

52 See Tong Gang, “Jianghua” [Speech]. The original Chinese reads: FERYAT - Y PO
FHB YR [ 3 e P’ﬂlﬁﬁ“?ﬁ P ﬁ:iﬂ\ PR ST (IR E R RY A LS Jp L
RAhnae LTy
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gihuan is derived from film criticism and denotes a fantastic narrative in
contrast to science fiction.®

Andrew Tudor’s important early discussion of genre in Euro-American
cinema suggested a complicity between the audience and the filmmakers:
“Genre notions . . . are sets of cultural conventions. Genre is what we
collectively believe it to be.”®* Rick Altman was more categorical, reviewing
classical to modern literary theories of genre to arrive at the genre film itself,
a popular film form based on sometimes loosely, sometimes sharply, delineated
categories.®> Altman claims “[bJoth intratextually and intertextually, the

genre film uses the same material over and over again.”*®

But genre film can
be as complex and allusive as auteur cinema is thought to be. In a similar
manner as popular music that uses a limited number of chords, genre film can
reconfigure and combine even the most staid conventions to violate
spectator expectations. The genre film uses material “intratextually,” based

)

on national conventions, and “intertextually,” based on transnational
conventions. Andrew Schroeder noted how Tsui Hark’s &} Zu: Warriors
From the Magic Mountain (1983) was viewed in the light of Star Wars (1977),
when Star Wars itself had integrated American 1930s serials, 1940s war films,
1950s westerns, and Japanese samurai epics.67

The intratextual and intertextual are both key for new definitions of
fantasy in China. Fantasy is certainly not new to Chinese literature or film.
However, the concept of fantasy as an acceptable discourse is relatively new
on the mainland. An important part of early zhiguai collections included a
moral discourse to legitimize the form.®® In the early twentieth century, the
shenguai film was a combination of government censorship and market
category. The negative connotations of shenguai have been replaced by a
positive term such as gihuan (‘“strangely fantastic”), which connotes a
market category of genre film rather than proscribed content. Besides gihuan,

% Liu Fan, “Youguan di er shijie de xiangxiang—Zuowe:i leixing de mohuan dianying pian
lun,” 30.

64 Andrew Tudor, “Genre,” 139.

8 Rick Altman, Film/genre, 1-29.

% bid., 25.

67 Andrew Schroeder, Tsui Hark’s Zu Warriors from the Magic Mountain, 39.

68 See Zzeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 15-25 and Chan, The Discourse on Foxes and Ghosts
17-30.
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mohuan 'fE%J, containing the word mo for demon, monster, or magic, is also
popular.®® These terms circulate as genres of writing and film, and as types
of genre film (leixing pian). Perhaps due in no small part to the success of The
Lord of the Rings, critics have also had recourse to J. R. R. Tolkein’s discussion

“«

of a “Secondary World”
270

inside which the green sun will be
credible ...

Narrative has become a franchise with intratextual and intertextual
relations to traditions, genres, and media. Tianxia Bachang =™ %‘Pﬁ began
publishing the Gui chui deng Fi*%5 (The Ghost Blows out the Light) novel
series online in 2006.”" The series has even spawned its own genre, daomu
xiaoshuo ¥%LI'Fi (Grave robbing fiction). Gui chui deng is a series of zhiguai
that reinscribes the ghost story as a pastiche of history and fiction and clearly

17> On one level,

plays upon the ambiguity between the real and the unrea
the genre sounds like a version of 1920s and 1930s American pulp fiction that
gave birth to the Raiders of the Lost Ark series, but the author grounds his
writing in Chinese pre-modern literature.”> Gui chui deng is a chapter novel
that begins with a series of parodic zhiguai, which quickly lead into the main
tomb-robbing narrative. The preface to the series is a parody of Mao’s
famous quote “ ... a revolution is not a dinner party . ..”: “Robbing tombs is
not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing

embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate,

% The relationship between these different terms deserves further research. Shenguai
was a largely pejorative term used to classify a wide array of film linked by the state to
religious superstition beginning in the 1920s. Both gihuan and mohuan (mohuan was used
to translate magic realism as mohuan xianshi zhuyi) seem to have gained prominence as
positive, critical terms used as categories for film and literature in academic discussions,
advertisement, and online comments by netizens in the last decade or so.

7° See Liu Fan (a), “Youguan di er shijie de xiangxiang”; Liu Fan (b), “Zhongguo gihuan
pian de chuangxin lujing”’; J. R. R. Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories,” 140.

7' This is the pseudonym of Zhang Muye, an author from Tianjin. The series is available at
guichuideng.org, but has also been published in hard copy.

72 1 am choosing this series because of its popularity, and for being one of the first recent
examples of ghost story revivals, but there are a number of fantasy and horror that have
been turned into series and films recently. | believe this cultural industry phenomenon
deserves much more attention than | can give it here. So far, Gui chui deng has spawned
two film versions and two online series.

3 See Tianxia Bachang, Gui chui deng zhi yi: Jingjue gucheng, 126-27, where he cites Taiping
Guangji (Extensive records of the Taiping era), the great Song dynasty collection of
strange stories.
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kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. Robbing tombs is a technique,
a destructive technique . . . .”’* By parodying historical, authoritative
discourse, Tianxia joins the ranks of earlier zhiguai writers.”” In Chapter 19
after the protagonists come upon a cache of Kwantung Army weapons,
Yingzi, a young peasant women who is guiding the grave robbers, becomes
convinced she has seen a young girl in the tomb. Spooked by the atmosphere
of the tomb, the two male grave robbers, Pangzi and Brother Hu recall a
Cultural Revolution poem, “Xiang di san ci shijie dazhan zhong de yongshi
zhijing” (Dedicated to warriors in the midst of great third world war battles).
By reproducing almost the entire poem, the poem functions as a familiar
revolutionary contrast to a ghostly atmosphere, rife with unfamiliarity and
superstitious ambiguity.76 The ironic use of a contemporary “poetry of
propriety” to contrast the questionable morality of grave robbers echoes the
well-known Confucian grave robbers in Zhuangzi, one of whom recites poetry
that sounds vaguely like a song from the Book of Odes that exhorts the
listener to carefully remove a pearl from a corpse’s mouth.””

Gui chui deng retains Todorovian ambiguity about the supernatural. The
title, “The Ghost Blows out the Light” refers to the superstitious image of a
ghost blowing out a candle lit by the robbers in the tomb, the extinguished
candle more than likely the result of poor ventilation.”® Gui chui deng links
the Republican Era (1912-49), the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), the
anti-Japanese War (1931-45), and the Reform Period after 1978. In some ways
The Ghost Blows out the Light functions like an unofficial history yeshi B},
interweaving alternative histories of the PRC national narrative. Both 2015
film adaptations play on these historic periods. Jiuceng yaota *}u%ﬂ&%
(Chronicles of the ghostly tribe) and Gui chui deng zhi xun long jue P4~V 5

’* Mao Tse-tung, “Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan,” 28.
The original Chinese reads: L’r,'gij\fgﬁ?’é{ﬂz%ﬁ, TRLECY L TRAGAS, T REEMRE
ﬂﬂ%'i@'ﬁﬁ\iﬂy LR, HIEE AL e W RURL FIFEMSS —~ LS lEiufL 5. See Tianxia,
Gui chui deng zhi yi, 3. The online version seems to have been altered to lessen the parodic
aspects.

7> See Zeitlin’s discussion of parodic biography in Pu Songling in Historian of the Strange,
181.

75 Tianxia, Gui chui deng zhi yi, 140-48. The poem is reproduced on 146—48.

77 Zhuangzi, Zhuangzi jinzhu jinyi, vol. 3, 709-10.

78 Tianxia, Gui chui deng zhi yi, 114.
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#E (Mojin-The Lost Legend or The Ghouls) link the revolutionary and reform
periods in creative ways.”® Chronicles opens in 1979 with parodic scenes of
revolutionary propaganda. Mojin opens in the 1980s reform period with the
film’s protagonists chased by Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
agents in New York City. Mojin also brings zombie-like Japanese soldiers to
life to attack Cultural Revolution educated youth, thus referencing the
content of Anti-Japanese film, which remains a persistent genre of
Sinophone film.%® In their approach to the supernatural, Gui chui deng
maintains a modern, “post-enlightenment” ambiguity. However, in their
approaches to history, the Gui chui deng franchise retains the possibility of an
allegorical interpretation, a clear contradiction of Todorov’s third condition
for the fantastic, but very much in line with traditional literary interpretations
of the strange and fantastic in Chinese literature.®" Interestingly, both film
adaptations clearly locate the revolutionary period as a nostalgic moment of
loss.® At the same time, the Gui chui deng franchise is positioned within
transnational categories of fantastic film, able to satisfy expectations of
Chinese and international spectators.

The fantastic is a genre of writing, and a type of genre film. One of the
ways the fantastic developed in Europe was in contrast to reason. This was
not the case in China, where fantastic tales developed in relation to genres of
writing, especially history. But by the twentieth century, the notion of fantasy,
of the unreal, would be associated with religious belief and superstition, and
the fantastic in Chinese culture would occupy a similar place in relation to
reason as its counterpart in European culture. Because the fantastic fell
victim to the censor and the content regulator in modern and contemporary
China, the censor and state regulator have inadvertently participated in the
production of fantastic narrative, textual and filmic. The fantastic is a
significant site for mass media and elite literature. By tracing the

79 Gui chui deng has also been adapted into two online television series, both produced by
Tencent in 2016 and 2017.

8 See Zhou Xuelin, “Genre, War, Ideology: Anti-Japanese War Films in Taiwan and
Mainland China,” 232—47.

8 See Todorov, The Fantastic, 33, and Zeitlin, Historian of the Strange, 30-33; 132-81.

8 |n both films, the main female protagonists emblematic of the revolutionary period,
Yang Ping in Chronicles and Ding Sitian in Mojin, both come to tragic ends that signal a
definitive break with the revolutionary past.
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development of zhiguai fantastic in literature, critical theory, social history,
and film, the fantastic emerges as a form that represents a significant hybrid
of Chinese and Western cultural and political frames. In print and on the
screen, Gui chui deng functions as an innovative cross-cultural genre that
references Chinese and Western adventure and fantasy, as well as
(re)establishing fantasy as an historical genre about history. Gui chui deng
emerges from fantasy traditions in literature and film in China and beyond
China. Ironically, the contemporary fantastic retains a modern sense of
ambiguity towards the supernatural and irrational as a possible rational
explanation, at the same time that it establishes a digital manifestation of the
unreal as uncannily realistic.
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