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An Investigation into the Evolution of the
Concept of Zhiguai

Abstract The emergence of zhiguai (tales of the strange) as a specialized literary term in the
category of xiaoshuo (minor talk) was the result of a gradual evolutionary process. First found
in the Zhuangzi, the phrase pointed to knowledge elements about the strange and anomalous
and had no connection with the concept of xiaoshuo. During the Wei, Jin, Northern and
Southern Dynasties, zhiguai began to appear in titles of writings that centered on supernatural
creatures and spirits. As titular designations, zhiguai and xiaoshuo thus achieved a degree of
equivalency. From the Tang through the Ming and Qing dynasties, writings about strange
tales of the supernatural were extracted from various bibliographic categories, forming an
organic knowledge module. This knowledge module gradually became associated with the
term zhiguai. During this process, the conceptual relationship between zhiguai and xiaoshuo
transitioned from parallel to intersecting, then to overlapping, and ultimately settled into a
taxonomic structure where the former is a subset of the latter. Zhiguai became a specialized
term designating a subsystem within the broader knowledge system of xiaoshuo. By the turn
of the 20th century, zhiguai had solidified as a literary term designating a specific subset

within the broader category of xiaoshuo.

Keywords zhiguai; xiaoshuo; conceptual evolution

Within the framework of the modern Chinese literature discipline, zhiguai ;1% (tales of
the strange) is a specialized term used to encompass writings primarily focused on the
supernatural, such as Zu Taizhi’s #1552 Records of the Strange #P% and Gan Bao’s T-5
In Search of the Supernatural 3 #ic’. The evolution of this phrase into a literary term was
a gradual process, shaped by the dynamic building and adjustment of China’s independent
knowledge system. When it first emerged during the pre-Qin period, zhiguai formed a direct

connection with writings and knowledge elements about the strange and anomalous. At that
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time, it was merely an ordinary phrase used occasionally by men of letters. From the Wei and
Jin periods through the Ming and Qing dynasties, driven by both textual accumulation and
conceptual evolution, the phrase zhiguai developed intricate connections with writings about
the supernatural. Its function and usage underwent continuous transformation. By the turn of
the 20th century, zhiguai had been established as a literary term, confirming its subordinate
relationship to the concept of xiaoshuo /M (minor talk).

To elucidate the internal logic and specific trajectory of zhiguai’s evolution from a
common phrase into a literary term, it is necessary to examine how knowledge elements
about the strange and anomalous were preserved within traditional texts, tracing their shifting
connections with this phrase. Simultaneously, the concept of xiaoshuo is used as a reference
framework to clarify the intricate process through which zkiguai came to denote a specific
textual category, ultimately formalizing its subordination within the modern domain of

xiaoshuo.

1 The Emergance of Zhiguai: From Term to Title

The phrase zhiguai, from its very inception, established its fundamental semantic core and
delineated its scope of application: It pointed to knowledge elements about the strange and
anomalous and forged an inherent, primary connection with books.

The phrase first appeared in the Zhuangzi [ “Qi Xie 551 is one who practices zhiguai”
(Guo 1961, 4). Semantically, zhi iti means to record, while guai % denotes the strange and
anomalous (Guo 1961, 5). The strange and anomalous refers to the Qi Xie narrative in the
Zhuangzi: “When the Peng [l bird journeys to the southern darkness, the waters are roiled
for three thousand /i B [an ancient Chinese unit of length]. He beats the whirlwind and
rises ninety thousand /i, setting off on the sixth-month gale” (Guo 1961, 4). This narrative is
considered strange and anomalous because the description that the Peng bird was transformed
from a fish and could roil waters for three thousand /i and rise ninety thousand /i is beyond
common understanding. In terms of referent, the phrase zhiguai was, from its origin,
associated with books. There have been different interpretations throughout history regarding
whether “Qi Xie” was a personal name or a book title, but this does not affect the connection
between the phrase zhiguai and books. For instance, Cheng Xuanying Ji{, % 5% identified Qi
Xie as a personal name. However, when explaining the meaning of zhiguai, he still returned
to the domain of books. Cheng Xuanying said, “The book authored by Qi Xie mostly records
the strange and anomalous” (Guo 1961, 5). That is to say, what zhiguai points to is not the
person Qi Xie but rather “the book authored by” this person; its meaning remains anchored in
books. To understand the inherent, primary connection between the phrase zhiguai and books,
the term xiaoshuo can be used as a frame of reference. Xiaoshuo and zhiguai were introduced
in the Zhuangzi. At their birth, they merely appeared in the same book occasionally. They
were unrelated to each other, each having its own specific referent, semantic meaning, and

functional value. The phrase zhiguai was found in the chapter “Free and Easy Wandering” i
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1%}, while xiaoshuo appeared in the chapter “External Things” #M/). The “External Things”
provides the following descriptions: “Prince Ren {F/yF made an enormous fishhook with
a huge line, baited it with 50 bullocks, ... [he] cast with his pole into the eastern sea,” and
caught a huge fish “whose voice equals that of spiritual beings, spreading awe for a thousand
li.” Some people, hearing of this, “march to the ditches and gullies, and watch for minnows
and perch,” in the hope of catching a huge fish as Prince Ren did. This narrative reveals a
fact: “If one embellishes his xiaoshuo for the good reputation, he will be far from the Great
Understanding” (Guo 1961, 925). In this context, xiaoshuo referred to tales far removed
from facts. This phrase merely represented judgment and evaluation of a certain mode
of behavior and bore no associative relationship whatsoever with books. In contrast, the
phrase zhiguai was directly related to books, used to summarize the content of a particular
book.

During the Han, Wei, and Northern and Southern Dynasties, the phrase zhiguai experienced
a marked evolution along a specific trajectory. Virtually non-existent in the Han Dynasty,
the phrase emerged as a prominent and high-frequency designation throughout the Wei, Jin,
Northern and Southern Dynasties. Building upon its original form, it evolved beyond being
solely associated with the single text by Qi Xie and instead became the title for multiple
works.

To elucidate the relationship between the phrase zhiguai and books, the study should begin
with examining how knowledge elements about the strange and anomalous were preserved in
traditional texts. In any discussion of the strange and anomalous, the foundational reference is
Confucius’ attitude toward the supernatural. As recorded in the Analects 151: “The Master
never talked of anomalies, feats of strength, disorders, or the supernatural” (He 1980, 2483).
Furthermore, the History of the Former Han Dynasty I{+ recorded, “The Master said,
‘To delve into the abstruse and practice the anomalous in order to be remembered by later
generations—this is something I will not do’” (Ban 1962, 1780). “Never talking of anomalies,
feats of strength, disorders, or the supernatural” was a principle, Confucius himself strove
to abide by. However, when examined from the other perspective, Confucius’ emphasis on
“never talking of” was precisely out of concern and dissatisfaction with the reality of his time,
inversely proving the condition that “it is natural for people to have great curiosity about
the strange and anomalous; this sentiment is shared by past and present alike” (Huang 1990,
164). Wang Chong - 7% once discussed the prevalent trend among people of his time to seek

out the strange and anomalous. He said:

It is in the nature of common custom to be curious about the strange and anomalous, and
to favor writings that dwell on the illusory and the preposterous. Why is this? It is because
factual reality fails to satisfy the imagination, whereas the ornate and the vacuous startle
the ear and stir the mind. Consequently, talented rhetoricians and those prone to disputation
amplify actual events, embellishing them with florid and grandiose rhetoric. Those who

wield the brush compose groundless texts, fabricating accounts of the spectral and the
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unreal. Listeners, mistaking these for truth, repeat them incessantly; readers, taking them

for fact, transmit them in perpetuity. (Huang 1990, 1179)

Indeed, the claim is that “The Master never spoke of anomalies not because they did not
exist, but precisely because they did” (Wen 2000, 607). During the pre-Qin and Han periods,
knowledge elements of the strange and anomalous were “passed down from generation
to generation without end and subsequently recorded on bamboo and silk” (Huang 1990,
1179), scattering nearly every bibliographic category. An examination of traditional Chinese
texts using the taxonomic system established in the “Treatises on Literature” 2,3 iki of the
History of the Former Han Dynasty as a reference suggests that works within each of the
seven summaries encompassed strange and anomalous elements. For instance, while works
in the Spring and Autumn Annals category k2 under the “Summary of the Six Arts” 75
7% “were primarily based on factual events and adhered to the way of humanity” (Ban
1962, 1715), they nonetheless incorporated “discussions of prodigies” and “the emergence
of ominous phenomena” (Ban 1962, 1467). Similarly, the “Encountering Sorrows” £
I% under the “Summary of Poetry and Rhapsodies” i/l was filled with descriptions
such as “employing cloud-loongs as its vehicle and recounting far-fetched marvels,” all
of which were “deceptive and anomalous discourses” (Zhan 1989, 148). Furthermore, the
Classic of Mountains and Seas |14 under the “Summary of Shushu” BURWS (shushu,
i.e., calculative and mantic arts) was full of descriptions of “creatures of auspicious and
ominous significance” (Liu 1996, 4), imbued with a profound sense of strangeness. Within
this established classification system, elements of the strange and anomalous were ubiquitous.
However, these elements had not yet been collected and codified into a distinct knowledge
order. At this stage, zhiguai remained a random descriptive phrase rather than a taxonomic
designation for a specific type of knowledge.

During the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties, the phrase zhiguai underwent a
significant transformation. It evolved from an ordinary phrase to a frequently used phrase in
book titles. This transformation was directly related to the reorganization and reclassification
of knowledge elements and the emergence of a new type of books. Throughout the Wei
and Jin periods, while knowledge elements with strange and anomalous motifs remained
dispersed across traditional bibliographic categories, a concerted effort emerged among
authors to consolidate these elements into a single work. Many of these works were explicitly
titled “Records of the Strange,” including those attributed to Kong Yue %], Cao Pi &
filt, Zu Taizhi, and two authors known only by their surnames, Xu #f and Zhi #8. Others
adopted variations such as the Accounts of the Strange &E¥E5%, Collected Works of the
Strange &4, or Miscellaneous Records of Ghosts, Deities, and the Strange 22 i i%.
The Master of the Golden Tower 4:#%¥- included a chapter titled “Records of the Strange.”
This transition of zhiguai from a common phrase to a titular designation unfolded across two
dimensions. Semantically, the phrase maintained a linear evolution, adhering to its original

meaning—recording the strange”—without deviating from its etymological roots. In terms
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of its application and function, however, the phrase underwent a profound expansion, even a
transformation and “rebirth.” Zhiguai transcended its original role as a descriptive signifier
for the single, isolated text Qi Xie and became a collective signifier for a multitude of works.
Its transition into a shared naming convention signaled the emergence of a shared generic
identity among these texts.

Using xiaoshuo as a reference framework allows for a more nuanced examination of the
evolution of zhiguai and the convergence trajectory of these two words. The evolution of
xiaoshuo was non-linear after its emergence, marked by multiple transformations. The first
occurred in the Han Dynasty: Originating as a common phrase in the Zhuangzi, xiaoshuo
was repurposed as a taxonomic term to designate a secondary division within the knowledge
system in the Han. In the “Treatises on Literature,” the “Summary of the Masters” i ¥ %
included a category designated as Xiaoshuo, which featured “15 works of Xiaoshuo,” such
as the Tales of Master Qingshi 7% F (Ban 1962, 1745). At this time, zhiguai remained in
obscurity, having no connection with the term xiaoshuo. The second transformation unfolded
during the Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern Dynasties, as xiaoshuo acquired conceptual
fluidity across upper and lower levels of the knowledge system. While it persisted as a
specialized term for a subsystem of the knowledge system, it also began to function as a
titular designation for specific works, most notably Yin Yun’s %2 Minor Talks /INJi. In this
capacity, xiaoshuo was seemingly aligned with zhiguai—both served as titular designations
for books recording strange and anomalous tales. However, for contemporaries of the Wei,
Jin, Northern and Southern Dynasties, this alignment was superficial. More precisely, this
alignment was only valid in retrospect, not in the present. During the Wei and Jin dynasties,
a profound divergence remained between the term xiaoshuo and zhiguai. In terms of referent,
xiaoshuo functioned as both a book title and a generic name for a specific type of knowledge,
whereas zhiguai was restricted to the nomenclature of individual books rather than a set of
knowledge formed by individual books. In terms of content, zhiguai and xiaoshuo had not yet
established an internal connection, and there was still a considerable rupture between them.
The works titled by these two terms differed greatly in content. For instance, the Minor Talks
focused primarily on stories of people in real life. Although it contained strange and anomalous
elements, the descriptions of the anomalies of animals emphasized their actual forms and
associated strange stories rather than their supernatural metamorphoses. The following paragraph

provides an excerpt from the Minor Talks:

One night Guan Lu %% of the Wei encountered a beast-like creature holding fire with
hands ... Guan Lu ordered his disciples to strike the creature with a blade, cutting it in half
at the waist. Upon inspection, it turned out to be a fox. Following this event, there were no
more fires in the village. (Lu 1997, 70)

The “beast-like creature” encountered by Guan Lu as mentioned above is actually a

physical animal—*"the fox.” Most of these stories in the Minor Talks demonstrate humans’
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ability to comprehend and control all things. In contrast, the extant entries in Zu Taizhi’s
Records of the Strange all involve strange transformations of birds, aquatic creatures, animals,
and plants. Of the 15 extant entries, eight involve metamorphoses of livestock, poultry,
insects, etc. (cattle, jiao 1%, firefly, gicao Wi, cangjiao &, jianghuang 1155, giumao #fk
7E); two involve trees becoming spirits (a tree spirit in water 7K R 2Z ¥ and a tree spirit in the
Daodong Temple i 7<) ##); two involve strange transformations of objects (neiguan $%35
[a bead bracelet] and a divine sword); two involve mountains and rivers (Lady of the Lushan
Mountain Jfi[l]9¢ A and Lord of the Lushan Mountain J/ 111{#i7); and one involves an entity
of unknown origin (a knife-wielding child on the wall). The following two entries from the

Records of the Strange provide descriptions of a pig and a turtle transforming into humans:

[A scholar] saw a woman of fair appearance and asked her to join him. She complied, and
they shared the night together. The scholar untied a gold lock from his arm and fastened it
around her arm ... On the following day, ... while passing by a pigsty, he was astonished to

discover a sow with the same golden lock tied to its leg. (Lu 1997, 130)

Xie Zong 1§f55%, a clerk from Kuaiji, was traveling in solitude by boat toward Wu while on
leave. Suddenly, a woman of bewitching elegance entered his boat ... For nearly a year,
they cohabited. However, upon clandestine observation, Xie realized that she remained
invisible to all others, leading him to conclude she was a malevolent entity. Eventually, he
and his companions succeeded in capturing her. After a considerable lapse of time, they
held her ... only to find that she had transformed into a turtle. (Lu 1997, 135)

The Records of the Strange centers on the strange, defined as “spirits formed when vital
essences and gi "<, attach to objects” (Gan 1979, 67). This category encompasses spirits
arising from the transformation of animals, plants, and other animate beings. While some
of these monstrous anomalies pose direct threats to humanity, others, even if not explicitly
malevolent, evoke a profound sense of uncanny dread. In this light, the term zhiguai in the
Zhuangzi fundamentally denotes transformation and transmutation, as exemplified by the
metamorphosis of the Kun fi§ fish into the Peng bird. By the Wei and Jin periods, works
bearing zhiguai in their titles remained strictly tethered to the principle that “when gi departs
from its constant form, strange beings and objects are considered the strange” (Chen et al.
2007, 326). Consequently, their narratives consistently pivoted around the marvelous
transmutations of birds, aquatic creatures, animals, and plants.

From the pre-Qin and Han periods to the Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern Dynasties,
the term zhiguai maintained its original semantic core, evolving along a consistent, linear
trajectory. In contrast, the term xiaoshuo underwent a series of conceptual fractures,
effectively subverting its primordial form in terms of semantic connotation, referential scope,
and functional utility. When the term xiaoshuo began to function as a titular designation,

it marked the establishment of a parallel alignment between zhiguai and xiaoshuo, two
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previously independent words. This newfound alignment provided the essential framework
and historical point of departure for the subsequent synthesis, identification, and hierarchical

integration of these two terms in later literary discourse.

2 The Expansion of Zhiguai: From History to Reconstitution
Throughout the Tang Dynasty, the term zhiguai maintained its original meaning. However,
its conceptual relationship with xiaoshuo and its referential scope underwent a profound
reconfiguration. The two terms shifted from a state of parallel alignment toward a structural
intersection. While continuing to serve its role as a titular designation for individual works,
the term zhiguai began to function as a collective designation for a specific corpus of books.
In the early Tang, the Four-Division Book Classification System was officially
institutionalized in the “Treatises on Classics” Z:5#ik: of the History of the Sui Dynasty g5
compiled by Wei Zheng %}## and his collaborators. At this juncture, works bearing zhiguai
and xiaoshuo in their titles were assigned to two mutually exclusive divisions: the History
division H'#f and the Master division . In the History division, the Miscellaneous
Biographies category Z2f42% included “Zu Taizhi’s Records of the Strange with two
chapters,” “Kong Yue’s Records of the Strange with four chapters,” and “Zhi’s Records of
the Strange with three chapters” (Wei et al. 1973, 980-981). In contrast, the Minor Talks
by Yin Yun was placed in the Master division under the Xiaoshuo category. Consequently,
zhiguai and xiaoshuo maintained a parallel, non-intersecting relationship. The categorization
of zhiguai—texts documenting the strange and anomalous—under the History division was
neither a practice pioneered nor exclusively employed by the “Treatises on Classics.” Rather,
it carried forward the bibliographical classification convention prevailing in the Wei, Jin, and
Northern and Southern Dynasties. For instance, Ruan Xiaoxu BrZ£%, a scholar during the
Qi and Liang periods of the Southern Dynasties, categorized writings into seven catalogs,
such as the Classics catalog Z:#i5% and Biographies catalog Z/{% 5%, in his work the Seven
Catalogs -t 5%. The Biographies catalog was largely equivalent to the History division under
the Four-Division Book Classification System and it was further divided into multiple sub-
divisions, such as the State Histories sub-division [E5!#f and Supernatural Beings sub-
division H %K. Although the Seven Catalogs has been lost, the remaining framework of
how the book is structured suggests that zhiguai-themed writings were likely to be placed
under the Supernatural Beings sub-division. By the Sui-Tang transition, the monk Shi
Daoxuan BiHE also classified zhiguai-themed writings into the Biographies catalog in his
Catalog of Buddhist Canons of the Tang Dynasty K HNME. He said, “When I examine
previous records of supernatural beings and events, most narratives are found in historical
biographies. Texts such as the Records of the Strange, Signs from the Unseen World TLAFiC,
Citations of Marvels 5+, and Tales of Retribution i /ic., predominantly emerged from
historical biographies” (Shi 1995, 202). This indicates that, in the early Tang, works bearing

zhiguai in their titles developed an isomorphic and coeval relationship with books categorized
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under the History division, rather than the Master division. The classification of zhiguai-
themed writings under the Miscellaneous Biographies category within the newly established
History division—as seen in the “Treatises on Classics” and Catalog of Buddhist Canons of
the Tang Dynasty—actually reflects a continuation of the classification convention prevailing
in the Wei and Jin periods.

Taxonomically, it is justified to place texts such as the Records of the Strange and Records
of Manifest Retribution ‘E5iC under the Miscellaneous Biographies category within the
History division, rather than alongside the Minor Talks under the Xiaoshuo category within
the Master division in the “Treatises on Classics.” The preface to the Master division in
the “Treatises on Classics” illustrates the logic behind this classification. According to the
introduction, the Miscellaneous Biographies category was established as a supplement to
orthodox histories that focused exclusively on the “deeds of sovereigns,” with a vision
of “expanding the scope of historical writings” to encompass accounts of “both virtuous
and malevolent deeds” pertaining to individuals across the social hierarchy, ranging from
“dukes, ministers, and feudal lords down to the disparate ranks of scholars” (Wei et al.
1973, 982). The defining ethos of works such as the Records of the Strange, In Search of the
Supernatural, and Records of Manifest Retribution lay precisely in “manifesting the strange
and anomalous” (Liu 2009, 213) to illuminate auspicious and ominous portents and to provide
empirical evidence for moral retribution. Consequently, they were categorized under the
Miscellaneous Biographies category. Within the framework of zhiguai, the phenomenological
presence of anomalies and the distinction between good and evil are indispensable. In
terms of their constitutive elements, the “36 works were all concerned with auspicious
signs and anomalous metamorphoses,” including the Records of the Strange and Records of
Manifest Retribution (Yao 1995, 347) and were therefore subsumed under the Miscellaneous
Biographies category. The narratives of these works primarily unfold through the anomalous
transformations of animals and plants, or through the agency of the supernatural. Knowledge
elements about the strange and anomalous serve not only as the primary subject matter but
also as the fundamental structural components of these works. In stark contrast, the Minor
Talks primarily “chronicles prominent figures in the south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze
River from the Qin and Han through to the Eastern Jin dynasties” (Chao 1985, 23). “The first
part chronicles deeds of various emperors from the Qin to the Han, Wei, Jin, and Liu Song
dynasties” (Chen 1987, 316). This part is followed by a collection of anecdotes, lost lore, and
curious tales concerning luminaries such as Laozi 3% and Confucius. This work does not
revolve around supernatural themes; indeed, many entries are entirely devoid of anomalous
narratives. A case in point is the entry on Xu Zhi #E#E, which reads, “Upon Xu Zhi’s passing,
eminent figures throughout the land lauded his unsullied reputation and noble demeanor,
likening him to Bo Yi {132 and Shu Qi 457, or aligning him with Xu You ¥Ff1. Out of
profound admiration for his virtue, the prefect of Yuzhang, Xiahou Song ¥ %, erected a
pavilion at Xu Zhi’s tomb, designating it the Pavilion of Yearning for the Worthy & 555

(Lu 1997, 65). Within the Minor Talks, the mentions of strange and anomalous elements are
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occasional; they are dispensable and supplementary, functioning primarily as ornaments to
accentuate the exceptional character of historical personages. From a functional perspective,
the works categorized under the Miscellaneous Biographies category—such as the Records
of the Strange and Records of Manifest Retribution—focus on documenting the “virtuous and
malevolent deeds” of the supernatural. Consistent with other works in the History division,
the Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural fulfill the essential historical
functions of “recording the good to manifest virtue and documenting the evil as a cautionary
deterrent. Through the vehicles of the supernatural, they aimed to honor and highlight
virtuous deeds” (Wei et al. 1973, 992). For example, the Records of the Strange provides a

description of an omen of the fall of the Wu kingdom:

Prior to the fall of the Wu kingdom, emanations of purple and dark red were frequently
observed between the Cowherd 47 [Altair] and Ladles 3}-fi5 [Ursa Major] constellations.
Court astrologers and diviners interpreted these as portents of Wu’s revitalization. Zhang
Hua 5K1E, uniquely adept in the mantic arts of celestial observation, identified them as the
auras of legendary swords, signaling an impending doom for the Jiangnan [south of the

lower reaches of the Yangtze River] region. (Lu 1997, 129)

The excerpt from the Records of Manifest Retribution provides an example of divine

response and heavenly protection:

During the Yuanjia JG5# era of the Liu Song Dynasty, a catastrophic conflagration ravaged
Wuxing Commandery. While the homes of hundreds of families were reduced to ashes,
a single Buddhist monastery remained miraculously unscathed, wholly untouched by the
flames. (Lu 1997, 269)

In contrast, texts categorized as the Xiaoshuo category within the Master division
gravitate toward humor, wit, and the diversions of daily life. Their primary impetus is not
the moralizing exhortation to virtue or the castigation of vice, but rather a fascination with
anecdotal curiosities and idiosyncratic news. The following excerpt from the Minor Talks

details Ruan Deru’s B4 encounter with a ghost:

Ruan Deru once encountered a ghost in the washroom. The specter, towering over one
zhang 3 [an ancient Chinese unit of length] in height, was of a swarthy complexion with
cavernous eyes ... Remaining composed, Deru smiled and remarked, “I have always heard
that ghosts are loathsome to behold, and now I see it is indeed true.” Overcome with shame,
the ghost vanished. (Lu 1997, 72)

The above narrative aims to express “humor and wit, delivering an effect akin to a

farce” (Chen 2007, 117). Yin Yun’s intent is not moral admonishment but rather the
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portrayal of Ruan Deru’s unshakeable composure through playful, jesting, and whimsical
strokes. Consequently, works such as the Records of the Strange and Records of Manifest
Retribution, which were driven by a didactic imperative to encourage virtue and castigate
vice, were assigned to the Miscellaneous Biographies category within the History division,
distinguishing them from works like the Minor Talks and A New Account of Tales of the
World 111 under the Xiaoshuo category within the Master division. Located in distinct
bibliographic divisions and categories, these works maintained a parallel, non-intersecting
relationship during this period.

The taxonomic relationships between works within a knowledge system are never static;
rather, they exist in a state of dynamic displacement and adaptative reconfiguration. This
fluidity is exemplified by the evolving relationship between the Records of the Strange and
the Minor Talks. More than 70 years after the completion of the “Treatises on Classics,”
Liu Zhiji XIF1JL finalized his seminal 4/ about Historiography Yi@. While Liu Zhiji
acknowledged the distinctions between zhiguai-themed writings like the In Search of the
Supernatural and Records of the Strange and anecdotal collections such as the Minor Talks
and A New Account of Tales of the World, he simultaneously bracketed them together,
highlighting their shared characteristics. Liu Zhiji wrote:

The miscellaneous writings of the Jin Dynasty are by no means uniform in category,
encompassing such diverse works as the Forest of Tales &K, A New Account of Tales
of the World, Tales of the Hidden and Visible Worlds Wi %, and In Search of the
Supernatural. Their contents range from witty repartees and minor debates to tales of
the supernatural. The events they chronicle are far removed from sagely affairs, which
Yang Xiong #/f would have deemed beneath his notice; their accounts dwell on chaotic
supernatural phenomena, subjects upon which Confucius maintained a deliberate silence.
Nevertheless, the newly compiled History of the Jin Dynasty 3545 by our dynasty has

drawn extensively upon these very sources as historical evidence. (Liu 2009, 108)

Works such as 4 New Account of Tales of the World and Minor Talks focused on “witty
repartees and minor debates,” while the In Search of the Supernatural and Records of
the Strange recorded the supernatural—this represents their distinction in content. These
differences in content are overshadowed by a fundamental shared nature. As Liu Zhiji
observed, both categories dealt with matters far removed from sagely affairs, which Yang
Xiong would have deemed beneath his notice and chaotic supernatural phenomena, subjects
upon which Confucius maintained a deliberate silence. Furthermore, they shared a common
historiographical utility, as evidenced by their extensive use as source material for the History
of the Jin Dynasty. As such, works previously under divisions of the History and the Master
were grouped together, forming a unified body of knowledge. A state of homogeneity and
isomorphism was established. Liu Zhiji further classified works such as the Records of the

Strange, In Search of the Supernatural, and Minor Talks under the umbrella concept of
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“unorthodox records and minor talks” figic/Nit. Within this framework, he delineated 10
categories, including “miscellaneous records” Z%it’ and “random sayings” #fi75 . The Records
of the Strange was placed under the former and 4 New Account of Tales of the World under
the latter. He said:

With yin and yang as the charcoal and the creation as the smith, the myriad forms flow and
images are bestowed—within such a process, what manner of being could not be nurtured?
To seek out their anomalies is to broaden our understanding of the extraordinary. Works
such as Zu Taizhi’s Records of the Strange, Gan Bao’s In Search of the Supernatural,
Liu Yiqing’s X| X JK Tales of the Hidden and Visible Worlds, and Liu Jingshu’s XIJ#{#X
Garden of Marvels 4li—these constitute what we designate as “miscellaneous records.”
(Liu 2009, 255)

Street gossips and alleyway rumors may at times contain noteworthy insights; even minor
talks and casual remarks are preferable to idleness. Consequently, gentlemen of discerning
taste do not discard them entirely. Works such as Liu Yiqing’s 4 New Account of Tales
of the World, Pei Rongqi’s 37| Forest of Tales, Kong Sishang’s fLIE % Records of
Discourses 155, and Yang Jiesong’s JH¥ML Collection of Conversations 1% belong to

this tradition. These constitute what we designate as “random sayings.” (Liu 2009, 254)

In this new knowledge order, the term zAiguai maintained its original meaning, nature, and
function, but its position within the knowledge system changed: It transitioned from a specific
titular designation for works under the Miscellaneous Biographies category within the History
division to a specific knowledge element under the Miscellaneous Records category within
the “unorthodox records and minor talks.” This reconfiguration established a direct connection
between zhiguai and xiaoshuo, giving rise to a new and intricate relational system. On one
hand, as titular designations, both zhiguai and xiaoshuo were placed under the “unorthodox
records and minor talks,” forming a relationship of structural homology and mutual reference.
On the other hand, zhiguai became a subset of xiaoshuo. As a comprehensive umbrella term,
the phrase, “unorthodox records and minor talks,” encompasses diverse works such as the
Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural. Within this emerging hierarchy,
zhiguai entered into a subordinate relationship with the broader conceptual category of
xiaoshuo.

Subsequently, the term zhiguai continued to evolve in terms of its function and utility,
weaving an increasingly intricate and multifaceted relationship with xiaoshuo. The mid-Tang
period marked a turning point during its evolution. This term experienced a fundamental
shift from being a specific titular designation for individual works to a descriptive signifier
for a type of book. There is a fundamental distinction between a term functioning as a titular
designation and one that defines the epistemic sequence of a corpus. In the “Treatises on

Classics,” works about the strange and anomalous—such as the Records of the Strange and In
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Search of the Supernatural—were grouped together, forming a specific body of knowledge.
Although this body of knowledge had taken shape, it remained unnamed. The term zhiguai
was merely the title of a book within this already-formed but unnamed body of knowledge.
Its relationship to this body of knowledge was that of an element to a set, not one of
equivalence. By the mid-Tang period, the phrase zhiguai underwent a change in its nature;
it began to point toward a specific body of knowledge, used to summarize their shared
characteristics. When Gu Kuang [/, composed the preface for Dai Fu’s #{% Extensive
Records of the Extraordinary | 7it, he introduced the phrase, “authors of strange tales”
WPz 1, thereby subsuming a multitude of writers and their works under this category.
He said:

Authors of strange tales include Liu Zizheng XI|-F#{ [Liu Xiang X!|[n]] who authored the
Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals 5\{ll1f%, Ge Zhichuan &#£)I| [Ge Hong % it]
who authored the Biographies of Immortals #filf%, Wang Zinian £ -F4F [Wang Jia F
%=] who authored the Collection of Lost Stories fistic,, Dongfang Shuo % J5¥#] who
authored the Classic of Divine Marvels 1 74, Zhang Maoxian 7§ % 5% [Zhang Hua] who
authored the Records of Diverse Matters TH4¥J:%, Guo Ziheng FF# [Guo Xian F5E]
who authored the Records of the Hidden Darkness Ji5ir, Yan Huangmen Ei#%[ ] [Yan
Zhitui ZiZ ] who authored Exploration of the Supernatural F&&JK, Hou Junsu %5 &
[Hou Bai {2:}4] who authored the Citations of Marvels, ... the Garden of the Marvelous,
In Search of the Supernatural, Classic of Mountains and Seas, and Tales of the Hidden
and Visible Worlds ... Duke Yan [Zhang Yue 5K15i] of the current dynasty who authored
Records of the Four Lords of Liang 2DU/\ic, Tang Lin fHIl% who authored Records of
Retribution TAic, Wang Du F & who authored The Story of the Ancient Mirror 155
i, Kong Shenyan fL{H7 who authored Records of Spirits and Anomalies P53k, and
Zhao Ziqgin #X F ¥ who authored Treatise on Predestination TEfjy 5%, and authors like Li
Yucheng Z5J8i % and Zhao Xiaoju 7KZ%2%. Their stories were mutually cited. (Gu 1983,
545-546)

The designation “authors of the strange” does not merely aggregate disparate authors and
their works; rather, it delineates a sophisticated textual system. The above works enumerated
were previously placed under different bibliographical divisions within the “Treatises on
Classics” and remained conceptually independent. By employing “strangeness and anomaly”
as overarching organizational principles, Gu Kuang consolidated works—such as the
Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals (from the Miscellaneous Biographies category
within the History division), Classic of Mountains and Seas (from the Geography category
within the History division), and the Records of Diverse Matters (from the Miscellaneous
Schools category Z%%225 within the Master division)—with zhiguai-themed works such as
the Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural. Concurrently, he incorporated

a new type of text emerging in the Tang Dynasty, such as the Tales of the Ancient Mirror
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and Treatise on Predestination, into this burgeoning sequence. Consequently, these texts
coalesced into a multidimensional system in both temporal and textual type aspects.
Temporally, the term zhiguai expanded to encompass a vast chronological span, stretching
from the Han work Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals by Liu Xiang to the Tang works
such as Treatise on Predestination. In terms of textual types, zhiguai included both multi-
chapter works and single-chapter works represented by the Tales of the Ancient Mirror.
This evolution marked the final transformation of zhiguai from a specific titular designation
into a categorical signifier for an epistemic domain constituted by diverse books and texts.
Consequently, zhiguai emerged as a collective designation for a body of knowledge. This is
exemplified by Bai Juyi’s [/& %) reflection on his “Twelve Stanzas on Birds and Insects”
B+ #: “I improvised these 12 stanzas during my spare time. They were somewhat
similar to zhiguai” (Bai 1979, 858). In this context, zhiguai clearly points to a specific type
of knowledge. By the Late Tang, authors had developed a heightened creative consciousness,
intentionally gathering narratives of the supernatural while explicitly situating their works
within the ambit of zhiguai. A definitive milestone is Duan Chengshi’s Bz Miscellaneous
Morsels from Youyang V4 HZ424H. He asserted that his compilation “could be deemed a work
of zhiguai and xiaoshuo” (Duan 1981, 1). This marked the inaugural instance where the
phrases zhiguai and xiaoshuo were directly juxtaposed as a composite concept. The practice
of using the term zhiguai to describe the shared attributes of a broad range of works—
ranging from the Classic of Mountains and Seas to the In Search of the Supernatural and
the Miscellaneous Morsels from Youyang—Dby Duan Chengshi, Gu Kuang, and Bai Juyi
established the connection between zhiguai and xiaoshuo. While such a connection remained
an incidental occurrence at the time rather than a codified convention, it laid the foundational
logic that would eventually crystallize into the standardized nomenclature and common-sense

classification.

3 The Terminologization of Zhiguai: From Category to Genre

The evolution of zhiguai from a common phrase to a specialized term, alongside the
establishment of its connection with the phrase xiaoshuo, was an extraordinarily intricate
and convoluted historical process. Throughout the Song and Yuan dynasties, the connection
between the phrase zhiguai and the genre of anomalous narratives remained intermittent and
fluctuating. It was not until the Ming and Qing periods that zAhiguai fully achieved conceptual
maturity and terminological fixity, with its subordinate integration within the broader
category of xiaoshuo progressively solidified.

During the early Song, there was a deliberate effort to consolidate knowledge elements
about the strange and anomalous into a unified corpus. However, the connection between
these knowledge elements and the term zhiguai remained merely random and intermittent.

In the third year of the Taiping Xingguo K F2%[E era (978), the state-sponsored
encyclopedia, Extensive Records of the Taiping Era KX -J i, was completed. This
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monumental work extracted myriad individual entries from a vast array of earlier texts,
spanning from the Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals of the Han Dynasty to the
Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural of the Wei, Jin, Northern and
Southern Dynasties, and the Extensive Records of the Extraordinary and Miscellaneous
Morsels from Youyang of the Tang Dynasty. By congregating narratives of the supernatural
into a singular corpus, the editors systematically reorganized these elements into distinct
taxonomic categories of the strange and the anomalous (see Table 1). This process effectively
transformed fragmented lore into a stable and systematically unified body of knowledge.
Crucially, this unified body of knowledge—the encyclopedia itself—was named guangji |~
IC (extensive records) rather than guai (the strange). This nomenclature confirmed that the
phrase zhiguai had not yet established an equivalent conceptual connection with this specific
knowledge module or the encyclopedia itself. Within the Extensive Records of the Taiping
Era, the phrase zhiguai appears exclusively as a titular reference to a few source texts in the
bibliography, and the frequency of these excerpts is statistically marginal. The Extensive
Records of the Taiping Era is a monumental work, consisting of 500 chapters. However,
only a negligible number of entries are excerpted from works bearing zhiguai in their titles:
six entries from Records of the Strange, one from Kong Yue’s Records of the Strange, and
three from Accounts of the Strange. These excerpts are dispersed across a limited range
of categories, including Medicine (1), Dreams (1), Deities (2), Ghosts (5), and Aquatic
Creatures (1). Consequently, the phrase zhiguai functioned merely as a titular designation
for a negligible fraction of the numerous sources excerpted in the Extensive Records of the
Taiping Era. It represented nothing more than one of the many constituent elements within
the broader knowledge domain of narrating the strange and recording the anomalous. It had
not yet crystallized into a specialized taxonomic term for a specific knowledge domain. In
other words, the systematization and expansion of knowledge elements about the strange
and anomalous were not synchronized with the formal adoption of zhiguai as the definitive

nomenclature for this knowledge type.

Table 1 Classification of Narratives of the Strange in the Extensive Records of the Taiping

Era
Chapters Category and Quantity (Number of Chapters)
Chs. 1-98 Immortals (55), Female Immortals (15), Daoist Arts (5), Fangshi' 77t (5),
Individuals with Supernatural Powers (6), Buddhist Monks with Supernatural
Powers (12)
Chs. 99-163 Buddhist Miracles (3), Retribution (33), Omens (11), Predestination (15),

Spiritual Responses (2), Prophecies (1)

(To be continued)

' Fangshi, adepts in esoteric arts, including alchemy, divination, and immortality techniques.
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(Continued)
Chapters Category and Quantity (Number of Chapters)

Chs. 203-234 Music (3), Books (4), Painting (5), Arithmetic (1), Divination (2), Medicine (3),
Physiognomy (4), Skilled Crafts (3), Gambling (1), Ornaments (4), Wine (1),
Food (1)

Chs. 276-290 Dreams (7), Wu A% [divine intermediaries] (1), Magical Arts (4), Delusions and
Lies (3)

Chs. 291-374 Deities (25), Ghosts (40), Yaksha (2), Spirits (1), Wicked Spirits (9), Spirits #
(6), Miracles (1)

Chs. 375-392 Reincarnation (12), Understanding Past Lives (2), Tombs (2), Inscriptions (2)

Chs. 393-417 Thunders (3), Rains (1), Mountains (1), Stones (1), Water (1), Treasures (6),
Plants (12)

Chs. 418-479 Loongs (8), Tigers (8), Beasts (13), Foxes (9), Snakes (4), Birds (4), Aquatic

Creatures (9), Insects (7)

Chs. 480-483 Foreign Tribes (4)

In analyzing how the Extensive Records of the Taiping Era aggregated knowledge elements
about the strange and anomalous, a particularly salient observation emerges: Although these
entries had yet to form a stable, mutually referential connection with the phrase zhiguai,
they had already coalesced into a structurally homologous and mutually referential whole
with the knowledge elements subsumed under the concept of xiaoshuo. This phenomenon
represents a pivotal juncture in the evolution of zhiguai as a specialized term and in its course
of developing a connection with xiaoshuo.

The connection between zhiguai writings—such as the Records of the Strange and In
Search of the Supernatural—and the knowledge elements referenced by xiaoshuo was
initially established in Liu Zhiji’s A/l about Historiography. This work provided the
conceptual blueprint for their integration. In the Extensive Records of the Taiping Era, this
conceptual blueprint was implemented through the reorganization of knowledge elements.
Following the notion of “unorthodox records and minor talks” introduced by Liu Zhiji in his
All about Historiography, compilers of the Extensive Records of the Taiping Era extracted
relevant elements from works such as 4 New Account of the Tales of the World and Minor
Talks and reclassified them (see Table 2). Through reclassification and reorganization, zhiguai
writings such as the Records of the Strange and xiaoshuo writings like 4 New Account of
Tales of the World were placed under the same category. The former documented anomalies
and metamorphoses of an otherworld, while the latter curated anecdotes in real life. Together,
they formed an organic system. The strange, the anomalous, and the marvelous served as the
foundational formative principles and the internal structural logic of this system. It confirmed
the structurally homologous and mutually referential relationship between the two textual

lineages—represented by the Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural on
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one hand, and the Minor Talks and A New Account of Tales of the World on the other. This
newly forged relational system laid the foundation for establishing the definitive connection
between xiaoshuo and zhiguai. Although the Extensive Records of the Taiping Era merely
placed works such as the Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural alongside
the Minor Talks and A New Account of Tales of the World within a single corpus, its
compilers offered no explicit discourse on the classification of these disparate elements, much
less a formal affirmation of their conceptual link to the concept of xiaoshuo. Nevertheless,
through this structural juxtaposition, works like the Records of the Strange and In Search
of the Supernatural entered into a formal state of adjacency with the knowledge entity of

xiaoshuo. This adjacency effectively validated their generic affinity and even equivalency.

Table 2 Entries from A New Account of Tales of the World and Minor Talks in the
Extensive Records of the Taiping Era

Chapters Category and Quantity (Number of Entries)
Chs. 76-161 Fangshi (1), Omens (7), Spiritual Response (1)
Chs. 164-190 Eminent Sages (8), Knowing People (14), Wit and Debate (8), Magnanimity (1),
Generals (1)
Chs. 197-234 Record of Strange Things (6), Music (1), Painting (1), Medicine (1), Skills and

Ingenuity (1), Gambling (3), Ornaments (3), Wine (1), Food (2)
Chs. 235-253 Friendship (7), Luxury (2), Humor (3), Satire (2)

Chs. 294-473 Deities (1), Tombs (1), Plants (1), Fox (1), Snake (1), Birds (1), Insects (1)

After the mid-Northern Song, various official and private bibliographies, based on this
adjacency and affinity, detached the knowledge module comprising works like the Records of
the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural from the Miscellaneous Biographies category
within the History division. They transplanted it into the Xiaoshuo category within the Master
division. This practice formally established a correspondence between writings like the
Records of the Strange and the concept of xiaoshuo, marking a significant transformation in
the Chinese conception of fiction.

The General Catalog of Chongwen Library 23 H was completed in 1041. In this
officially compiled bibliographic book, all writings focusing on the strange, marvelous, and
anomalous—such as the Classic of Divine Marvels, Tales of Strange Matters it 5+iC, Sequel
to Qi Xie’s Accounts Z:5514iE, Comprehensive Records of In Search of the Supernatural 1%
s, as well as the Tang works like the Miscellaneous Morsels from Youyang, Records
of Unfettered Conversations iR 5%, and Records of Leisurely Deliberations %HR sg—were
entirely placed under the Xiaoshuo category within the Master division. In 1060, Ouyang
Xiu FRBHE et al. completed the New History of the Tang Dynasty #3345, In this work,

the “Treatises on Literature” 2.3 i& followed the classification convention of the General



An Investigation into the Evolution of the Concept of Zhiguai 159

Catalog of Chongwen Library by removing writings such as the Records of the Strange
and In Search of the Supernatural from the Miscellaneous Biographies category within the
History division and placing them under the Xiaoshuo category within the Master division,
as a specific knowledge module. Through this migration, the positional relationships of
knowledge elements about the strange and anomalous within the bibliographic system were
fundamentally restructured. They were formally subsumed under the conceptual category
of xiaoshuo, serving as its subset. Concurrently, these writings also effected a fundamental
update and transformation of the knowledge system of xiaoshuo. The conceptual core of
xiaoshuo shifted from denoting trivial matters and anecdotes to elements about the strange
and the anomalous. During the Han and Tang dynasties, xiaoshuo, as a knowledge type,
focused on recording anecdotes. By the Song Dynasty, although the incorporation of writings
such as the Records of the Strange and In Search of the Supernatural “did not displace or
expel the xiaoshuo tradition—typified by 4 New Account of Tales of the World” (Wang 2020,
98—-105)—nor negate its original conceptual core, these anomalous narratives nonetheless
“rapidly expanded the boundaries of xiaoshuo. They directly occupied the vast majority of
its conceptual space, severely compressing the proportion allocated to secular anecdotes
like 4 New Account of Tales of the World within the broader domain of xiaoshuo” (Wang
2020, 98—105). This process facilitated a fundamental transformation and reconfiguration
of the original core of xiaoshuo. The knowledge order of xiaoshuo—originally grounded in
trivial matters and anecdotes—then subsumed a vast corpus of strange tales and anomalous
accounts. Furthermore, the inherent qualitative identity of the category underwent a profound
shift: The attribute of “minor” that once defined its nature was superseded by an entirely
different aesthetic and intellectual quality—the strange and anomalous.

As the body of knowledge about the strange and anomalous was included in the taxonomic
framework of xiaoshuo within the Master division, bringing new elements to the fundamental
characteristics of xiaoshuo, it gradually developed a definitive correspondence with the term
zhiguai. Throughout this process, the connection between zhiguai and xiaoshuo began to
coalesce and solidify. Shangguan Rong | ‘Efil, when compiling the Collected Talks among
Friends }<2xM\iR, synthesized two distinct domains of knowledge: “humorous repartees
and colloquialisms” on one hand, and “accounts of the strange that disrupt the moral order”
on the other (Shangguan 1990, 445). Reflecting on the genealogical origins of his work,
he noted, “I have perused a vast array of ancient and contemporary texts from xiaoshuo to
zhiguai writings 1% 45 (Shangguan 1990, 445). Here, by linking xiaoshuo and zhiguai,
Shangguan Rong explicitly posited a parallel relationship between the two terms. In this
discursive context, xiaoshuo denoted the body of knowledge about anecdotes, random
sayings, humorous repartees, and colloquialisms, exemplified by 4 New Account of Tales of
the World, zhiguai writings referred to texts whose constitutive elements of knowledge are
characterized by the strange and anomalous. In Shangguan Rong’s formulation, xiaoshuo and
zhiguai entered into a relationship of potential equivalence, contrast, and correspondence. By

the mid-Southern Song, Chao Gongwu Jg/A ik employed the term zhiguai to designate the
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genre centered on anomalous narratives in his Memoir of Readings in Junzhai Studio RS 1%
F5785, establishing zhiguai as a subset of xiaoshuo. Within this bibliographic book, writings
within the Master division were divided into 16 categories, with the ninth one being xiaoshuo.
When describing writings in this category, Chao Gongwu repeatedly employed the phrase
zhiguai writings. For instance, he labeled 4 Comprehensive Collection of the Extraordinary
1523 as “a zhiguai writing” (Sun 1990, 548), while the Records of the Listener 3%k was
described as “a zhiguai writing that records anomalies and chronicles the strange” (Sun 1990,
1233). Furthermore, Chao Gongwu noted that the Extensive Records of the Taiping Era was
“a collection built upon xiaoshuo writings from the past and the present” (Sun 1990, 558).
He firmly anchored this monumental work under the Xiaoshuo category within the Master
division. Consequently, zhiguai writings completed a fundamental structural reorientation
of the body of knowledge designated as xiaoshuo: marvelous creatures, strange stories,
anomalous hearsay, alongside fragmentary early texts, became the constitutive components
of xiaoshuo. Through this process, zhiguai was elevated to a primary conceptual pillar within
the overarching category of xiaoshuo.

By the Ming Dynasty, zhiguai transitioned from a common phrase to a specialized term,
serving to designate a specific textual genre within the broad category of xiaoshuo. Hu
Yinglin # R # divided xiaoshuo into six sub-categories: “The Xiaoshuo category can be
further divided into multiple types. The first type is zhiguai, exemplified by such works as
the In Search of the Supernatural, Tales of Strange Matters, Records of the Xuanshi Hall, and
Miscellaneous Morsels from Youyang” (Hu 1958, 374). The other five types are chuangi {5y
(classical tales, literally transmitting of the marvelous), miscellaneous records 425, collected
writings M\iR, research writings #§17, and aphoristic writings & #. Here, zhiguai, alongside
chuangi and others, became a “categorical concept within xiadoshuo” (Luo & Wu 2021, 88).
As a specific term encompassing writings like the In Search of the Supernatural, zhiguai was
placed at the head of the six sub-categories. However, this connection was not stable. By
the Qing Dynasty, the connection between zhiguai and this specific body of knowledge was
denied by compilers of the Complete Library of the Four Treasuries V4% 4=,. According
to the preface to the Xiaoshuo category within the Master division in the Complete Library
of the Four Treasuries, xiaoshuo “fell into three types: One narrates miscellaneous affairs,
another records strange hearsay, and the third compiles together trivial jottings” (Yongrong
1965, 1182). Knowledge elements about the strange and anomalous were relegated to a
secondary position within the xiaoshuo hierarchy, positioned notably behind narratives of
miscellaneous affairs. Concurrently, the term zAiguai underwent a nomenclatural substitution,
being supplanted by strange hearsay. In the modern era, Zhou Zhongfu JiH = [literary
named Zhengtang %4¢], following the classification convention employed by the Complete
Library of the Four Treasuries, divided works under the Xiaoshuo category into three styles:
miscellaneous events, strange hearsay, and random accounts in his Zhengtang’s Catalog
of Readings FRHZA5iC. However, he repeatedly mentioned the phrase zhiguai writings.
According to Zhou Zhongfu, A Comprehensive Collection of the Extraordinary is “a zhiguai
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writing,” “all concerning tales of the supernatural” (Zhou 1959, 1311); the Missing History of
the Tang Dynasty JE L is “a writing filled with strange and fabricated tales,” “as a zhiguai
writing, it is close to official historical writings” (Zhou 1959, 1312); and the Record of the
Listener is “all about zhiguai” (Zhou 1959, 1316). He said that Qian Xiyan’s {7 5 Garden
of Cleverness }2:Jit] “encompassed 10 distinct thematic categories, including the transcendents
and phantasms 1ll1%], the elucidation of mysteries B+ ... the anomalous ghosts 73 %, wicked
spirits ¥k EE, and bizarre tales ¥ [#,” and that the work followed “the tradition of zhiguai and
chuangi of the unofficial historical writings” (Zhou 1959, 1318). In the 20th century, Lu Xun
£ carried forward Hu Yinglin’s taxonomic perspective in his A4 Brief History of Chinese
Fiction "PE /NI S I to classify early Chinese fictional texts. He readopted the term zhiguai,
dedicating an entire chapter to “zhiguai texts of the supernatural in the Six Dynasties” (Lu
2016, 29). Thereafter, zhiguai was established as a stable and standardized specialized term,
used to designate fictional works about the strange and the anomalous—exemplified by such
canonical works as the Records of Strange Events and Anomalies ¥ 54%, In Search of the
Supernatural, and Tales of the Hidden and Visible Worlds.

4 Conclusion

The evolution of concepts and terminology is highly complex. In examining the evolution
of the term zhiguai, this study strives to delve into the process of constructing the traditional
Chinese fictional system, set aside “modern preconceptions” and avoid common pitfalls
such as “applying modern standards to evaluate the past” or “imposing Western frameworks
onto Chinese contexts” (Wang 2023, 92). Our investigation proceeds from the relationship
between the term zhiguai and knowledge elements about the strange and anomalous, as well
as its connection with the concept of xiaoshuo, to examine the details of its development and
transformation. In general, from its inception, the term zhiguai delineated its own boundaries
and scope—pointing toward texts that recounted the strange and recorded the anomalous. This
original connotation served as its starting point and the fulcrum for its subsequent evolution.
Thereafter, throughout its evolution over more than two millennia, the term consistently built
upon this stable origin and fulcrum, operating within the framework of its initially defined
connotations, undergoing continual accumulation and layering. From the Han to the Ming
and Qing dynasties, the term zhiguai, centered on texts recording the strange and anomalous,
underwent continuous changes and adjustments regarding its specific referents, as well as the
value, function, and characteristics of these referents. It gradually evolved into a subordinate
of the concept of xiaoshuo during its interactions with knowledge elements of the strange
and anomalous. The overarching trajectory and trend of its evolution are as follows: from
describing the content of a specific book, to naming several specific books, to describing the
features of a category of books, and finally to naming specific knowledge order, becoming a

specialized term within the domain of xiaoshuo.
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