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Abstract  The famous Tang dynasty story “Li Zheng” tells how the hero Li 
Zheng, an aspiring yet socially alienated writer, found himself transformed 
into a weretiger in the wilderness, and how he later told his experiences to his 
friend Yuan Can, a travelling official, who brought Li’s writings back to the 
human world and supported Li’s family. A comparison between “Li Zheng” 
and its later adaptations show that Li Zheng’s metamorphosis from human to 
tiger is told in conspicuously divergent ways: Whereas adaptations cast the 
moment of transformation in prescribed moral or psychological perspectives, 
the original portrays Li’s shocking bodily changes and intensive affective 
process without the intervention of intentionality or cognitive response. 
Drawing on both developments in affect theory and on studies of Tang exilic 
literature, this paper aims at unraveling the inner workings of “Li Zheng.” The 
story’s portrayal of Li’s unexplained bodily change, along with Yuan’s 
untroubled acceptance of it and generosity toward Li and his family, all 
correspond strongly to Tang exilic literature that stresses both visceral 
reactions to strange environments and unwavering communal support. 
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Introduction 

This article offers a new approach to the Tang dynasty story “Li Zheng” 李徵, 
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perhaps the most famous weretiger story in Chinese literary history.1 Attributed 
to the ninth century writer Zhang Du 張讀 (834–86?), the fantastic story tells of 
how Li Zheng, a talented man of letters, metamorphoses into a man-eating tiger, 
how the tiger recounts his metamorphosis to his old friend Yuan Can during a 
chance encounter, and how he then asks Yuan to help support his family and 
preserve the literary writings of his previous human self. The story stands out in 
the long tradition of Chinese tiger lore for its unique perspective, elaborate 
characterization, and a terrifying rawness that distinguishes it from later 
adaptations in both Chinese literature and Japanese literature.2  

Over time, the figure of the weretiger has served as the very embodiment of 
monstrosity, both in Chinese culture generally, and in the literary imagination in 
particular.3 Reading the snippets and stories about weretigers in a long-ago age, 
we embark on a journey through history and diverse, ethnically mixed landscapes. 
The terrifying metamorphosis, whether fated or naturally occurring, is 
simultaneously a violent denial of humanity and an act of violence committed 
through fallible human judgment. As the corresponding cultural logic then 
dictates, weretigers are banished to a dark domain as they cross the border 
between men and animals, while at the same time look back nostalgically at their 
lost place in the civilized world. They thus become distorted representations both 
of baleful and despised ethnic minorities, and of religiously or morally 
condemned individuals. 

The two major extant sources of Chinese weretiger tales are the tenth century 
Taiping guangji 太平廣記 and the sixteenth century Huhui 虎薈. They draw their 
materials from sources ranging from early mythological and historical narratives 
through medieval zhiguai 志怪 and chuanqi 傳奇 stories to various anecdotal 
writings. “Li Zheng” has been commonly attributed to Zhang Du largely because 
                                                               
1 According to Li Daohe 李道和, there are three main versions of the story that are respectively 
found in the tenth century Taiping guangji 太平廣記, the twelfth century Leishuo 類說, and the 
sixteenth century Gujin shuohai 古今說海. Each version gives slightly different names for the 
main characters and involves variations of the plot. Gujin shuohai uses the title “Renhu zhuan” 
人虎傳 [“Story of a weretiger”] and does not indicate authorship. In this article I focus on the 
version found in the Taiping guangji, which is the earliest extant version. See Li’s commentary 
to “Li Zheng,” in Tang Song chuanqi pindu cidian, 814.  
2 Two different adaptations derive their basic plots from “Li Zheng”: The Ming dynasty story 
in the collection Zui xing shi 醉醒石, edited by Donglu Kuangsheng 東魯狂生 and titled “The 
talented scholar looks down upon the world and loses his original form; a loyal friend cares for 
the orphan and contributes half of his salary” (henceforth abbreviated as “The talented 
scholar”) 高才生傲世失原形，義氣友念孤分半俸; and the modern Japanese writer Nakajima 
Atsushi’s 中島敦 famous story “The moon over the mountain” 山月記 (1942).  
3 For a general discussion of Chinese weretiger stories, see Hu Hu, “Zhongguo de hu gushi yu 
hu wenhua: Yi gudai wenyan xushi zuopin wei zhongxin,” 33–42. For weretiger stories that 
predate “Li Zheng,” see Tominaga Kazuto, “Jinkoden no keifu: Rikuchō kakotan kara tōdenki 
shōsetsu e,” 1–17. 
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the source given in the Taiping guangji was Zhang’s collection of stories and 
anecdotes, the Xuanshi zhi 宣室誌. But whether Zhang actually composed the 
story or merely served as its editor is uncertain, since we know neither the story’s 
compositional history nor its transmission before the Taiping guangji.  

The plot of the story can be summarized as follows. Born in Guolüe in 
Shaanxi, Li Zheng was born of royal origin and was an aspiring yet socially 
alienated writer. Although awarded the prestigious jinshi 進士  (presented 
scholar) degree in 751, several years later he had only managed to obtain an 
insignificant government post. He soon resigned the position because he felt it 
was beneath him and because he held contempt for his colleagues. He lived in 
seclusion for about a year, but then, financially pressed, he embarked on a trip to 
Wu and Chu to visit local officials who knew his reputation as a writer and were 
glad to serve as his patrons. On his way home, he became deranged and started 
beating his servants. As his madness got worse, he began to run away erratically 
and subsequently completely disappeared. A year later, his old friend and fellow 
jinshi degree holder Yuan Can, who was on an official trip to Lingnan, was 
confronted by a tiger, who recognized him and hid in the grass. The tiger turned 
out to be Li Zheng. In a touching and civil human voice, he revealed to Yuan the 
strange fate that had befallen him. He had found himself suddenly transformed 
into a fierce tiger and for years had compulsively preyed on both men and 
animals. At the same time, he missed his home, and was always haunted by 
feelings of guilt and shame. He asked Yuan not to tell his family he was now a 
weretiger and instead requested that he should tell them he had died. He then 
asked Yuan to take care of his family, and to collect his best writings and bring 
them back to the human world for circulation. When Yuan returned to the capital, 
he told Li’s son of his father’s death, but when Li’s son asked him to help find his 
father’s coffin, Yuan had no choice but to reveal what had really happened, and 
to give Li’s family financial support out of his own government salary, according 
to his friend’s wishes.  

Both main characters were traditionally thought to be real historical figures. 
For instance, the Qing dynasty scholar Xu Song 徐松, in his magisterial Dengke ji 
kao 登科記考, listed them as jinshi degree holders of the Tang and used the story 
as a reference.4 However, we know nothing about the historical Li Zheng and 
can find only a few references to Yuan Can in official histories.5 As Li Daohe 
suggests, the name Zheng has the connotation of “omen.” We can infer that the 
character is possibly fictive, and his name simply means “Li the Fated.”6  
                                                               
4 Xu Song, Dengke ji kao, 340.  
5 The story tells that Li had a royal pedigree, but extant historical accounts such as the Jiu 
Tang shu 舊唐書 and Xin Tang shu 新唐書 provide no record of him. For an overview of the 
records of the historical Yuan, see Meng Erdong, Dengke ji kao buzheng, vol. 1, 370.  
6 See Li Jianguo ed., Tang Song chuanqi pindu cidian, 821. 
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The only exact year to appear in the story is 751, four years before the 
eight-year An Lushan rebellion (755–62) began, though the rebellion itself—the 
main event of the period—is not mentioned. About the story’s purported author, 
Zhang Du, we know not much more than that he was born in 834 and became a 
jinshi degree holder during the Dazhong Reign (847–60). Taking into account 
these two time ranges, we can approximate the writing of the story to be between 
the 750s and Zhang Du’s active years about a century later.  

Since our extant knowledge of the story and its possible author is so 
insufficient, critics have seldom tried to contextualize the piece from a historical 
perspective. Instead they have understandably chosen either a generic approach, 
placing it among the other tiger tales collected in Taiping guangji,7 or a local 
approach, stressing the story’s distinction from other, usually shorter and simpler, 
pieces in Xuanshi zhi.8 

Indeed “Li Zheng” has some distinctive and even curious characteristics that 
are not easy to explain. Most notably, as the Japanese critic Kawai Kō zō notes, 
Li’s lycanthropy, though in itself grotesque and compelling, fails to surprise 
either Yuan or later Li’s son, when Yuan tells him his father’s story. Kawai argues 
that the absence of surprise effectively distracts the reader’s attention from the 
strangeness of the occurrence and redirects it towards a revelation of humans’ 
universal tragic fate. Therefore the story should be praised, he argues, for 
achieving a delicate balance between the real and the fantastic by this masterful 
manipulation of the reader’s responses.9 

Although Kawai’s generic approach is certainly fruitful, I want to suggest that 
despite the uncertainties of its provenance, we can nevertheless find a useful 
context to better understand “Li Zheng” and its implications for its contemporary 
readers by situating the story in a rich vein of cultural history, namely, that of the 
political exile of the ninth century. The exilic literature of the post-rebellion age 
gravitates heavily towards representations of otherness and intense affective 
experiences, as many important writers and poets were exiled from the capital to 
underdeveloped regions in the south. Zhang Du was interested in the great 
authors of the period and included anecdotes about these figures, such as Liu 
Zongyuan and Han Yu, in his Xuanshi zhi. Significant parallels and similarities 
between “Li Zheng” and post-rebellion exilic literature further point to a shared 
interpretive context that can illuminate the mystery of this especially 
literary-minded weretiger, whose lycanthropy can be read as an allegory of exile 
from the center of culture to an unfamiliar reality.  

Both Li Zheng and Yuan Can were steeped in the highly competitive 
meritocratic literary culture based on keju 科舉 (the civil examination) that 
                                                               
7 For example, see Liu Shuping, “Taiping guangji li de hu,” 99–104. 
8 For example, Kawai Kōzō, “Senshitsushi to richō kakotan,” 565–70. 
9 Kawai Kōzō, “Senshitsushi to richō kakotan,” 570. 
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produced many major writers and poets of the Tang. In the case of Li, his noble 
pedigree combined with a jinshi degree gave him good reasons to expect a 
promising career. Hence the low position he initially received from the 
government fueled his frustration and later descent into madness. His travel south 
to the Wu and Chu territories again distanced him from the center of power. 
Though he found patrons there, living exclusively on his literary fame proved to 
be unsustainable. In the post-rebellion age, this downward spiral from great 
expectations to derailment in one’s career path, from the capital to the south, and 
from communal respect to isolation was in fact common, both in writers’ lived 
experience and as represented by contemporary literature. Due to the decisive 
social and political changes accompanying and following the An Lushan 
Rebellion, the Tang Empire was confronted with a severe and long-standing 
reality: Its shrinking territorial integrity was constantly threatened by both 
foreign invasions and hostile regional military forces. At the same time, court 
politics was highly turbulent and even treacherous, making exile both a harsh 
reality and a major literary subject for prominent poet-officials, who were 
actively engaged in political reform and criticism of the government’s 
malfunction. Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824), Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 (773–819), Liu 
Yuxi 劉禹錫 (772–842), Yuan Zhen 元稹 (779–831), and Bai Juyi 白居易 
(772–846), to name only some of the major poets, all underwent serious and 
extended periods of exile to the backward southern regions.  

After the ill-fated “Yongzhen Reform” of 805, Liu Zongyuan and Liu Yuxi, as 
participants in the reform movement, suffered decades of exile in the south. Liu 
Zongyuan was never able to reestablish his career, while Liu Yuxi’s repeated 
rapid removals from the court after difficult comebacks became legendary. Yuan 
Zhen, Bai Juyi, and Han Yu all went through several demotions that seriously 
darkened their prospects when their ambitions were on the rise. According to the 
literary historian Shang Yongliang’s 尚永亮 count, all told, from 803 to 819 the 
five men were demoted and forced to relocate to distant corners of the country on 
twelve occasions, which proportionately reveals the precarious and abrasive 
relationship between the authorities and some of the greatest literary minds of the 
time.10 Fear of execution, long treks on the road of exile, and agony in the 
southern lands exerted a considerable impact on the subject matter, emotional 
intensity, and range of references in their writings. Literary studies in the past 
two decades have paid close attention to this phenomenon, placing it within the 
rubric of the long tradition of bianzhe 貶謫  (“demotion”) literature that 
harkened back to the time of Qu Yuan 屈原 (ca. 340–278 BCE), the exiled and 
suicidal poet of the Warring-States period.11 In a broad sense, this interpretive 
                                                               
10 Shang Yongliang, Bianzhe wenhua yu bianzhe wenxue, 16. 
11 Shang Yongliang is often credited for establishing bianzhe literature as a sub-field in Tang 
literature studies. See Shang Yongliang ed., Bianzhe wenxue lunji. 
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approach fares well because the genealogy is easily recognizable in allusions and 
stylistic homage to Qu Yuan. The ninth century writers who had vaulting 
ambitions and great talents were, quite like Qu Yuan, frustrated and ostracized 
due to treacherous court politics, and their exilic experiences in many ways 
became incentives to their creative powers. But similarities aside, we can also see 
that the exiled poets of the ninth century actively deviated from the tradition. 
Unlike Qu Yuan, who employs mystic images in his imaginary worlds, the exiled 
poets of the ninth century distinguished their writings by introducing a great deal 
of lived experiences as well as visceral responses to real-world difficulties, 
threats, and dangers.  

A poem by Yuan Zhen can serve as an example of his initial shock upon 
encountering an alienating environment:  

 
On Seeing Letian’s Poem 
Arriving at Tongzhou as the sun was sinking to the west, 
The house by the river was empty, with tiger’s tracks in the mud. 
Suddenly across the ruined eaves and fractures, 
I saw your poem inscribed on the center of a pillar. 
見樂天詩 
通州到日日平西， 
江館無人虎印泥。 
忽向破簷殘漏處， 
見君詩在柱心題。12 
 

The poem tells the story of Yuan Zhen’s demotion to Tongzhou as a minor 
official in 815. After a long journey from the capital Chang’an to Tongzhou, 
there was no one to receive him when he entered his temporary housing. The 
poet arrived at twilight and found animal prints in the empty house that he 
assumes were made by tigers. The environment of Tongzhou was intimidating to 
Yuan Zhen, a poet of polished urbanity, and examining animal traces in the 
dimming light is certainly an experience rare enough to evoke gnawing anxiety. 
The threat of a tiger seems to be both an immediate problem and a bad omen for 
his life in Tongzhou.  

What saves Yuan Zhen from despair is his accidental discovery of his best 
friend Bai Juyi’s poem copied on a pillar in the house. Though both poets were 
then frustrated politicians, their literary fame, combined with their much 
publicized and admired friendship, was steadily on the rise. For Yuan Zhen, the 
discovery of Bai’s poem testifies to the lasting power of culture that counteracts 
the threat of a dangerous environment, and, by symbolic extension, the threat of 
                                                               
12 Yuan Zhen, Yuan Zhen ji biannian jianzhu, 639. 
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their political defeats. Yuan Zhen’s poem, though short, tells a story that can 
serve as an interesting parallel to “Li Zheng.”  

Both the poem and story begin with dislocations and end by reaffirming the 
values of the cultural elites. What makes the “Li Zheng” story fantastic is that 
Yuan Can was not only fearful of a tiger, as Yuan Zhen was, but also found out 
that the tiger was actually his old friend. It is highly suggestive that Yuan Can 
encounters the weretiger on his trip to Lingnan, which was notorious during the 
Tang as the empire’s backward periphery where exiles were resettled. Both 
official trips and political exile to Lingnan were considered ominous 
misadventures. In the story, the difficulty of the journey is demonstrated through 
the threat of tigers. Yet Yuan Can still believes in the imperial power’s reign over 
wild nature:  

 
In the morning before setting out, the manager of the post house told him, 
“On the road there is a fierce tiger that eats men, so passengers dare not to 
travel except in daylight. Now it is still early. I beseech you to stop your 
carriage and do not think of going on.” Yuan Can was angry and said, “I am 
on a mission for the Son of Heaven and have a great number of men 
accompanying me on horseback. How can I be harmed by a beast in the 
wilderness?” Thus he ordered his group to march on. But after he had 
advanced barely one li, a tiger indeed sprang out of the grass. Yuan Can was 
greatly shocked. 
晨發，其驛者白曰：“道有虎暴而食人，故過於此者，非晝而莫敢進。今尚早，

願且駐車，決不可前。” 傪怒曰：“我天子使，眾騎極多，山澤之獸能為害耶？” 
遂命駕去。行未盡一裡，果有一虎自草中突出。傪驚甚。

13 
 

Yuan would have been killed by the weretiger had he had not been recognized as 
an old friend just in time. The encounter between Yuan and the weretiger is an 
encounter between an official on a dangerous trip and an outcast with no hope of 
returning to the previously shared community life. The weretiger was stricken 
with sorrow and regret, but he also advised Yuan to change his route on the way 
back from Lingnan, worrying that he might forget his past and accidentally kill 
Yuan. This warning suggests that wildness has already been internalized in the 
weretiger, and that the barrier between the human and the animal had become 
permanent.  

In the exilic literature of the ninth century, the protagonist’s initial shock at 
encountering the wilderness is usually followed by the description of his actual 
contact with strange and exotic landscapes and unfamiliar ethnic cultures. The 
most famous Tang landscape essays, eight pieces by Liu Zongyuan, were written 
                                                               
13 Taiping guangji, juan 427, 3477.  
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when he was exiled to Yongzhou. Liu writes:  
 
I have been in the state of constant fear ever since being exiled to this 
prefecture. Whenever I had a free moment, I would roam about, wandering 
aimlessly. Every day I hiked in the mountains accompanied by friends with 
similar fates. We would penetrate into the deep forests, following the 
winding streams back to their source, discovering hidden springs and 
fantastic rocks—no spot seemed too remote. Upon reaching a place, we 
would sit down on the grass, downing bottles of wine until we were 
thoroughly drunk. Drunk, we would lean against each other as pillows and 
fall asleep. Our wildest imaginings reappeared in our dreams. We awoke 
and rose, and having arisen, returned. Thus I felt that I have experienced 
every unusual scene in this prefecture.14 
自餘爲僇人，居是州，恒惴栗。其隙也，則施施而行，漫漫而遊，日與其徒上

高山，入深林，窮回溪，幽泉怪石，無遠不到。到則披草而坐，傾壺而醉；醉

則更相枕以臥，臥而夢，意有所極，夢亦同趣；覺而起，起而歸；以爲凡是州

之山水有異態者，皆我有也。
15 

 
As Madeline K. Spring says of Liu Zongyuan, “He has been forced to live in 
obstructive and dire straits (qiong’e 窮阨) in the ‘wild hills’ (huangshan 荒山) of 
the south, among superstitious people with ‘tattooed bodies’ (wenshen 文身). 
Creating a sense of harmony with the natural landscape appears to be his only 
option, since he remains unable to feel close to these southern natives, with their 
‘odd clothes and peculiar sounds’ (yifu shuyin buke qin 異服殊音不可親).”16 
Liu’s creative mechanism to aestheticize his discoveries in nature is accordingly 
a response to the uniqueness of his experiential realities. When Liu later served 
as the prefect of Liuzhou, he admitted that there was no easy way to 
communicate with the local ethnic people:  

 
Those old men with hair knots in the shape of awls were hard to talk to. 
No one dares to stay long in their deep caves covered by yellow thatch 
grass. 
椎髻老人難借問， 
黃茆深峒敢留連。17 
 

This alienating condition of exile is pushed to an extreme in “Li Zheng.” As the 
weretiger confesses, “I hid myself in the forest, forever distanced from the 
                                                               
14 Richard E. Strassberg, Inscribed Landscapes, 141.  
15 Liu Zongyuan, Liu Zongyuan ji, 762. 
16 Madeline K. Spring, “Tang Landscapes of Exile,” 315. 
17 Liu Zongyuan, Liu Zongyuan shi jianshi, 366.  
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human realm. I jumped to call out to the sky and bent down to wail at the earth. 
My body was devastated and useless” 我匿身林藪，永謝人寰，躍而籲天，俯而泣

地，身毀不用.18 Here the word shen takes on its literal meaning of “body,” since 
Li’s body had been transformed into a tiger. In exilic literature, shen often takes 
on a broader meaning and refers to one’s life and career, as seen in Liu Yuxi’s 
famous lines, “Among the Ba mountains and Chu river are dispiriting places, for 
twenty three years my life was abandoned there” 巴山楚水淒涼地，二十三年棄置

身.19 The weretiger in fact plays with the meanings of words as an ironic 
literalist. When the weretiger describes his friendship with Yuan, he uses the 
expression “friends who forget their own forms” 忘形之友 , 20  a common 
expression referring to friends who fully understand each other and have no need 
to observe formalities. The weretiger uses the literal meaning of xing (form) to 
indicate that he and Yuan are still friends, even though they have taken on 
different forms as monster and human. The word xing produces an unmistakable 
ring for readers of exilic literature. The weretiger and Yuan’s conversation to 
some extent evokes the communal bonds among the dislocated cultural elites of 
the ninth century.  

Friendship among exiled writers and poets was tenacious, leading them to 
share their experiences with one another.21 They sometimes even wrote about 
each others’ suffering, thus reorganizing each others’ life experiences into a 
texture of meanings that resembles Yuan Can’s retelling of Li Zheng’s story to 
Li’s son. For instance, Bai Juyi describes in a poem what he has learned in a 
letter from Yuan Zhen:  

 
Your letter details Tongzhou,  
a county at the foot of the mountain and the head of the gorge. 
A thousand folds of crimson clouds enclose it on four sides,  
in the middle a river of malaria flows.  
Insects and snakes bar the official road in daytime. 
Mosquitoes swarm the county building at twilight. 
What crime exiled you to such a place? 
The heavens are too high to ask the reason.  
來書仔細說通州， 
州在山根峽岸頭。 
四面千重火云合， 
中心一道瘴江流。 

                                                               
18 Taiping guangji, vol. 9, 3478. 
19 Liu Yuxi, Liu Yuxi quanji biannian jiaozhu, 402. 
20 Taiping guangji, vol. 9, 3478.  
21  For a discussion of Yuan and Bai’s legendary friendship, see Anna M. Shields, 
“Remembering When,” 321–61. 
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蟲蛇白晝攔官道， 
蚊蟆黃昏撲郡樓。 
何罪遣君居此地， 
天高無處問來由。22 
 

In a poem to Bai Juyi, Yuan Zhen describes how the harsh reality of life in exile 
has given him a previously unimaginable shock: 

 
On the muddy riverbank clamorous people fish for clams.  
In the desert men fight with savage beasts.  
Nearby, whales swallow things whole. 
Apes run wild in the bewitched Qian.  
泥浦喧撈蛤， 
荒郊險鬥貙。 
鯨吞近溟漲， 
猿鬧接黔巫。 
In barbarous voices, crying sounds like laughing. 
Their calls back and forth are like riddles. . . . 
夷音啼似笑， 
蠻語謎相呼。 
The wild customs are intimidating. 
Their demons frighten me. . . .  
獷俗誠堪憚， 
妖神甚可虞。 
In caves full of poisonous mist the snakes hibernate. 
Burning hot brooks cannot go beyond summer. . . .  
瘴窟蛇休蟄， 
炎溪暑不徂。23 
 

Fierce animals and monsters, demons and barbarians, poisonous mist and wild 
customs as a whole become a vicious power engulfing the poet’s mind and body. 
As Yuan Zhen tells Bai Juyi, his human voice is overpowered by the meaningless 
noises of nature as he finishes a poem:  

 
I wailed as I completed the poem. 
Mosquitoes flooded the mountains and rivers. 
卒章還慟哭， 

                                                               
22 Bai Juyi, Bai Juyi shiji jiaozhu, vol. 3, 1204.  
23 Yuan Zhen, Abbreviated Book Title, 768.  
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蚊蚋溢山川。24 
 

Visceral forces such as shock, pain, fear, and disgust constantly provoked Yuan 
Zhen and his peers to question the stability of their internal spaces of 
self-consciousness, cognitive boundaries, and value systems, which had been 
carefully constructed through identification with the cultured world in the capital, 
resulting in schisms between their bodies and minds resembling those found in the 
story “Li Zheng.” Li Zheng’s transformation into a tiger can be seen as essentially 
an extreme internalizing of exile. The story’s central scene of animalization is 
unusually direct and appears without the narrator’s explanatory perspective: 

 
The tiger said, “My previous self visited Wu and Chu and only returned last 
year. On my way home I stayed in Rufen and, stricken by illness, I went 
mad, running among the mountain valleys. Suddenly I began to use my 
hands to walk on the ground, and from then on I felt my heart was more and 
more cruel, and my strength multiplied. When I looked at my body, thick 
hair was growing there. Whenever I saw those [people] who were properly 
dressed and walking on the roads, those who were carrying things and 
running, the feathered ones flying, or those covered by fur rushing past, I 
wanted to capture and devour them. Arriving in the south of Hanyin, I was 
driven by hunger. It so happened that I saw a man who was fat and sturdy, so I 
caught him and immediately devoured him. Since then I have habitually acted 
like that. It was not that I didn’t miss my wife and children or my friends. It 
was only because my behavior defied the gods. Now that I have become an 
animal I feel ashamed to meet people, so I have avoided seeing anyone.”25 
虎曰：“我前身客吳楚，去歲方還。道次汝墳，忽嬰疾發狂走山谷中。俄以左

右手據地而步，自是覺心愈狠，力愈。及視其肱髀，則有厘毛生焉。又見冕

衣而行於道者、負而奔者、翼而翺者、毳而馳者，則欲得而啖之。既至漢陰

南，以饑腸所迫，值一人腯然其肌，因擒以咀之立盡。由此率以為常。非不

念妻孥，思朋友，直以行負神祗，一日化為異獸，有靦於人，故分不見矣。”26 
 

The transformative moment is depicted as a violent acceleration of intensity, and 
an acute sense of suddenness is still apparent in the weretiger’s retelling of its 
experience, in which bodily changes provide an autonomy supercharged with the 
affects of becoming wild and cannibalistic. This “autonomy of affect,” to borrow 
Brian Masumi’s phrase,27 happened too quickly to be fully comprehended, and 
                                                               
24 Ibid., 822.  
25 Based on Rania Huntington’s translation. Huntington, “Tigers, Foxes, and the Margins of 
Humanity in Tang Chuanqi Fiction,” 53.   
26 Taiping guang ji, juan 427, 3478.  
27 Brian Masumi, “Autonomy of Affect,” 23–55.  
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so Li’s emotional response, in this case, primarily shame and guilt, came only 
later as a reconsideration of the transfiguration experience that had fashioned a 
new disjunctive relationship between his body and mind.  

When we compare this central scene with the transformation scenes in later 
adaptations, we find that later works soften the forceful dynamism and directness 
of the original. The Ming dynasty “The Talented Scholar” is written in the third 
person and describes the metamorphosis as a much less visceral experience that 
is monitored by a conscious mind:  

 
… In the mountain he surprisingly walked on the ground with his hands. 
And now he instead felt that his mind was somewhat sober and saw fur 
growing on his arms. Then he walked to a brook and saw his reflection. It 
turned out that he had transformed into a tiger with spotted fur. He tried to 
roar and the sound shook heaven and earth. He tried to jump and his turns 
stirred up wind. He was both resentful and shamed. But there was nothing 
he could do to change it, so he started to eat men and beasts.  
到一山間，竟把兩手來據地而走。此時心中倒覺得有些明白，看見自家臂膊上

生出毛來。卻走到個溪邊，照一照看，竟自變了斑毛老虎。試叫一聲，真是

驚天動地。試打一跳，真是旋轉風生。自家又恨又羞，然已無可奈何，便自

吞人吃獸。28 
 

This greatly flattened version indeed verges on a caricature, resorting to clichés 
celebrating the tiger’s physical power. The alteration of the transformation scene 
conforms to the story’s rather straightforward didactic goal of showing the 
disastrous consequences of human hubris. As attested by its enduring fame in 
Japan, the literary value of Atsushi Nakajima’s “The Moon over the Mountain” is 
much higher. Taking the first person perspective, the narrator imbues the moment 
of Li’s transformation with the aura of a Freudian dream. Li actively responds to 
a powerful voice:  

 
I was travelling about a year ago when I stopped for the night at an inn on 
the banks of the Ru River. I slept for a while, then suddenly awakened to 
hear my name being called. I went outdoors into the darkness, the voice 
repeatedly calling to me. I found myself running in pursuit of the voice. 
Furiously I ran and ran; the road entered a mountain wood, and before long, 
I found myself grasping at the earth with both hands as I ran. I felt an 
uncomfortable sense of power filling my body as I leapt lightly over rocks. I 
noticed that fur was beginning to sprout on my hands and elbows. After 
daybreak, I looked into a stream to see my reflection and discovered that I 

                                                               
28 Zui xing shi, juan 6, 83.   
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had become a tiger!29  
今から一年程前、自分が旅に出て汝水のほとりに泊った夜のこと、一睡して

から、ふと眼を覺ますと、戸外で誰かが我が名を呼んでいる。聲に應じて外

へ出て見ると、聲は闇の中から頻りに自分を招く。覺えず、自分は聲を追う

て走り出した。無我夢中で駈けて行く中に、何時しか途は山林に入り、しか

も、知らぬ間に自分は左右の手で地を攫んで走っていた。何か身體中に力が

充ち満ちたような感じで、軽々と岩石を跳び越えて行った。氣が付くと、手

先や肱のあたりに毛を生じているらしい。少し明るくなってから、谷川に臨

んで姿を映して見ると、既に、虎となっていた。
30 

 
For Nakajima, Li’s pursuit of the voice leads him to a hitherto suppressed 
alternative reality requiring objective verification from a reflection in the water. 
Though Nakajima’s description of the transformation process is largely derived 
from the original story, the unidentified “voice” embodies a mysterious power 
that both overshadows and to some extent softens Li’s involuntary affective 
experience. In Nakajima’s story, the transformation scene is more of a 
psychological parable bracketed by two controlling symbols, the voice and the 
reflection, which seek to tame the wild affective monster originating in “Li 
Zheng.”  

Unlike the two later adaptations, the Tang story “Li Zheng” does not lend itself 
to a prescribed moral or psychological conclusion that we, as modern readers, 
can immediately recognize. Furthermore, in the original story, the intensity of Li 
Zheng’s metamorphosis is not devoid of context and reduced to an exclusively 
bodily level. The affect theory championed by Masumi can help us see this 
seemingly mindless process in a subtle way in which the social and contextual 
meanings are infolded or inverted in physical reactions. According to Masumi, 
“The body doesn't just absorb pulses or discrete stimulations; it infolds contexts, 
it infolds volitions and cognitions that are nothing if not situated. Intensity is 
asocial, but not presocial—it includes social elements but mixes them with 
elements belonging to other levels of functioning and combines them according 
to different logic.”31 Seen from this perspective, Li Zheng’s transformative 
moment is not one of chaotic unconsciousness, but rather is driven by a surge of 
energy so concentrated that his past experiences find a new and extreme 
expression, that is, lycanthropy.  

The story’s portrayal of Li’s unexplained bodily change, along with Yuan’s 
untroubled acceptance of it and generosity toward Li and his family, all 
correspond strongly to exilic literature that stresses both reactions to strange 

                                                               
29 Atsushi Nakajima, The Moon over the Mountain, 3.  
30 Atsushi Nakajima, Nakajima Atsushi zenshū daiyonkan, 169. 
31 Brian Masumi, “Autonomy of Affect,” 30.  
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environments and unwavering communal support. For fellow exiles, the 
preservation of the works of friends was a common practice, as were the 
generous provision of financial support, the offering of condolence to dead 
friends’ families, and the writing of memorial pieces and tomb inscriptions for 
the deceased. In the story, the ways in which Yuan helps his old friend mirror 
celebrated deeds of altruism among exiled writers.  

In 816, Liu Yuxi and Liu Zongyuan were still haunted by the failed “Yongzhen 
Reform” of ten years earlier. The central government decided to shift their 
positions, already demotions, to new locations: Liu Zongyuan was moved from 
Yongzhou to Liuzhou, and Liu Yuxi was moved from Langzhou to Bozhou. 
Upon hearing the news, Liu Zonguan cried and said, “Bozhou is not a place for 
humans to live in. Mengde’s (Liu Yuxi) mother is still alive. I cannot bear that 
Mengde is so poor that he cannot tell his elders. There is absolutely no reason to 
send him and his mother to Bozhou”  播州非人所居，而夢得親在堂，吾不忍夢得

之窮，無辭以白其大人，且萬無母子俱往理.32 Liu Zongyuan then made a plea to 
the emperor, asking if he could go to Bozhou in place of Liu Yuxi. Such altruism 
impressed many in the government and eventually Liu Yuxi was reappointed to a 
position in Lianzhou. After Liu Zongyuan’s death, the preservation of his works 
became Liu Yuxi’s responsibility. According to Liu Yuxi, “When Liu Zongyuan 
was suddenly struck by a serious illness, he sent a letter to me, Liu of Zhongshan, 
saying, ‘I am unlucky and will die in exile, so I leave my works to burden my 
friend. I held the letter and cried. Then I edited his works into thirty volumes and 
circulated them throughout the world’” 病且革，留書抵其友中山某曰：“我不幸，

卒以謫死，以遺草累故人。”某執書以泣，遂編次為三十通，行於世.33 
The pain of losing a bosom friend and the wish to grant that friend a 

long-lasting literary reputation are clearly displayed in “Li Zheng.” The 
friendship between Liu Zongyuan and Liu Yuxi resembles the relationship 
between Li and Yuan: Both pairs of friends took the civil service examination 
together in the capital city, climbed the ladder of officialdom, and subsequently 
traveled to remote corners of the empire in a series of government postings. 
Despite its animal form, memories from the weretiger’s “previous body” return 
and re-humanize its speech. Wishing to preserve its lost literary works, the 
weretiger dictates some of these works to his friend, so that he can bring them 
back to the metropolitan reading public. What redeems the weretiger is the 
promise of a posthumous reputation or cultural immortality, which was also the 
last hope of some of the great exiled poets who were disillusioned by politics. As 
Bai Juyi wrote, “I have no chance for worldly wealth and nobility, but my 

                                                               
32 Han Yu, “Liu Zihou muzhi ming,” 249.  
33 Liu Zongyuan, “Tang gu shangshu libu yuanwailang liujun wenji xu,” in Liu Yuxi quanji 
biannian jiaozhu, 1061.  
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posthumous literary fame will abide” 世間富貴應無分，身後文章合有名.34  This is 
precisely what the weretiger hopes for as he bids farewell to his old friend. 
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