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Narratives of Portents, Anomalies, and
Fangshu in the In Search of the Supernatural
and Official Histories

Abstract By analyzing the connection, association, and intertextuality between the In Search
of the Supernatural and relevant literary genres, this article restores the historical and cultural
contexts of the book to grasp its textual nature. At the time of its compilation, the /n Search
of the Supernatural gathered and integrated a wide range of narrative conventions and writing
modes of zhiguai (tales of the strange) drawn from the Official Histories, Miscellaneous
Biographies, Master Texts, and Xiaoshuo (minor talk), thereby forming a multi-faceted textual
nature. The In Search of the Supernatural, and Official Histories, especially the “Treatise on the
Five Elements” and the “Biographies of Fangshu Practitioners” therein, drew materials from
one another. This practice typically reflects the narrative styles of portents and anomalies as well
as writing modes about fangshu (divinatory and occult arts). Furthermore, it is associated with
the discourse on portents and anomalies, and the shushu (calculative and mantic arts), which
was taken as a social knowledge system at that time. With the evolution of the discourse on
portents and anomalies and the culture of shushu, as well as the development of narrative
concepts of Official Histories, people in the Song Dynasty began to take the In Search of the

Supernatural as a kind of zhiguai, which was separate from political culture.

Keywords In Search of the Supernatural; Official Histories; narrative of portents and

anomalies; writing about fangshu; zhiguai xiaoshuo

Modern and contemporary academic views on the textual nature of ancient Chinese xiaoshuo
/I (minor talk) are more or less inclined to “applying modern standards to antiquity”
or “imposing Western frameworks onto Chinese contexts” (Liu 2003, 109—124; Liu 2019,
101-109; Tan 2013, 107—117). To put it another way, research into ancient Chinese xiaoshuo
is deeply influenced by modern Western concepts about fiction, which, to some extent,
obscures or misinterprets the original textual nature with a concept of the modern or Western

fiction. Therefore, it is an important issue in the studies of ancient Chinese xiaoshuo to enable
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contemporary researchers who have been immersed in modern cultures and disciplinary
systems to transcend their own theoretical and conceptual presuppositions and return to the
historical and cultural contexts of ancient xiaoshuo to grasp their textual nature. The generic,
stylistic, and conceptual systems of ancient Chinese literature, as well as the ancient Chinese
thoughts and culture, and knowledge system, formed an organic whole that developed
dynamically. To understand the Xiaoshuo category in such a context, works should be studied
against their historical background. It is an effective approach to restoring the genre, stylistics,
and relevant thoughts, knowledge, and belief systems of the period of the works concerned
and to deeply identifying the connection and association between xiaoshuo and relevant
genres. This article seeks to analyze the connection, association, and intertextuality between
the In Search of the Supernatural $#1iC’ (hereafter referred to as the Supernatural) and
related genres, to return to and restore the historical and cultural contexts in which the text
was compiled. It further clarifies the integration of diverse zhiguai 7% (tales of the strange)
narrative conventions and writing modes in the Supernatural and focuses on the connection
between the Supernatural and Official Histories 15 in terms of the writing on portents,
anomalies, and fangshu J7 A (divinatory and occult arts), as well as the relationship between
the perceptions of textual nature and shifts in the discourse on fangshu and anomalies as well

as the culture of shushu 3R (calculative and divinatory arts)."

1 Diverse Narrative Conventions, Writing Modes, and Textual Nature of the
Supernatural
The Supernatural was mainly compiled by selecting content from previous texts and
documenting society hearsay—“examining records in previous texts” and “compiling
contemporary hearsay and anecdotes.” Based on the extant content, material from previous
texts makes up a considerable proportion, “mainly including the Zuo’s Commentary on the
Spring and Autumn Annals /24%, the ancient edition of the Annals of the Bamboo Books 1y
P24, Spring and Autumn Annals of Lii Buwei & [CFFFK, Huainanzi ER T, Records of
the Historian Wit Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals 5\{llif%, Biographies of Filial
Piety 26714, History of the Former Han Dynasty I3, Comprehensive Interpretation of
Customs WG X, Discourses Weighed in the Balance 1&:4fii, Records of Strange Events
and Anomalies %) 5t4%, History of the Later Han Dynasty J5i1{ 45 by Xie Cheng 17K, 4
Sequel to the History of the Han Dynasty £ 45 by Sima Biao "5 ¥, Records of the Three
Kingdoms =[H;&, Records of Diverse Matters 144, and Records of the Mysterious % 11

' The original version of the Supernatural is no longer extant, leaving behind an intricate variety of editions. The most
prevalent edition today is a 20-chapter edition compiled by Hu Yinglin #3# in the Ming Dynasty, which contains many
errors as well as later interpolations. Li Jianguo’s ZE41[# Collection and Collation of the In Search of the Supernatural 1%
iC# was aimed at restoring the original text, so he conducted a comprehensive textual research, removed those later
interpolations, and provided a solid textual basis. This article is based on Li Jianguo’s Collection and Collation of the In

Search of the Supernatural (Gan 2019).
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12 (Li 2005, 303). From the perspective of generic classification, these texts can generally
be divided into Official Histories, Miscellaneous Biographies Z4{%, Master Texts 1, and
Xiaoshuo. They actually gather and integrate narrative conventions and writing modes of
zhiguai in a variety of genres. In the historical and cultural contexts of compilation, for each
literary genre of zhiguai, what lied behind narrative conventions and writing modes was a
holistic system of thoughts, knowledge, and belief.

The most prominent connection between the Supernatural and relevant genres is manifested
in their mutual exchange of source materials with Official Histories. The Supernatural was
compiled based on previous texts, including Official Histories such as the Records of the
Historian, History of the Former Han Dynasty, and Records of the Three Kingdoms. After
its compilation and circulation, it in turn became a source for later Official Histories such as
the History of the Later Han Dynasty by Fan Ye JGlE, History of the Liu Song Dynasty R
%, and History of the Jin Dynasty 35 -15. Most notably, the Supernatural and the “Treatise
on the Five Elements” 747 under the Official Histories category, drew on material from
one another. For example, the following descriptions in the “Section of Spirits” ¥KPERS
of the Supernatural, such as “loongs fought in the Wei abyss” ¥ J¢3}-, “a mare bore a
child” B4z A\, “a woman of the Wei state turned into a man” # 4 74k L5, “a five-foot
ox” &4, “loong appeared in the Wenling Well” Jg ULiE B H:, “a horse and a dog grew
horns” Hyft] 4= 1, “a man of Xiami grew horns” T % A4 ffi, “a dog mated with a pig” K
A2, “flocks of white-necked crows and black crows fought each other” &3}, “an ox with
legs growing out of its back” 2>y, “snakes fighting in Zhao City” #X & k¢ 3)-, “hens turned
into roosters in the Luling Stable” #5H4EEXSAE, “the felled big scholar tree at Maoxiang
miraculously restored itself to its original state” 3% £ #1 KA}, “rats built nests in trees”
FAL, “two men of Chang’an saw spirits” % % F, “a swallow gave birth to a sparrow”
MeH: 48, “a horse in the Imperial Stable grew a horn” K5 4: i, “a fallen and withered
tree in Lingling Commandery stood upright again in its original spot” ZXEZHAF, “a man
of Yuzhang Commandery turned into a woman” % 51, “a woman named Zhao Chun
died and miraculously came back to life” #X %, “a woman of Chang’an gave birth to a two-
headed child” K%+, were all culled from the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the
History of the Former Han Dynasty.” On the other hand, the “Treatise on the Five Elements”
of the History of the Later Han Dynasty compiled by Fan Ye, drew on descriptions in the
“Section of Spirits” of the Supernatural, such as “the crimson calamity in 210 years” 77)E
=k, “spouses devoured their partners” JIAFHE, “trees mutated into a humanoid form
overnight or grew inverted at the Branch Workshop of the Directorate of Works” #% 3II{E
7%, “a woman of Luoyang gave birth to a two-headed son” 4ftfH %, “human-shaped
grass” JUIREL, “sparrows fought at Huailing—Emperor Chong’s tomb” $£[% 45 3], “a man

% The section titles and phrasing of quotations about portents and anomalies from the Supernatural cited in this article are
primarily based on the translations in the series Library of Chinese Classics K #E3CJ% published by Foreign Languages

Press, with minor adjustments made to them.
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from Yuexi turned into a woman” #5551, “children’s rhymes of Jingzhou” JfH 17,
“mountains roared” 11/, “a person surnamed Huan died and came back to life” KyMHELK,
“the resurrected Li E” 2%, The “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Liu
Song Dynasty and the History of the Jin Dynasty and the “Treatise on Portents and Auspices”
T of the History of the Liu Song Dynasty drew materials from the “Section of Spirits”
of the Supernatural, including descriptions such as “magpies nested at the Lingxiao Palace”
8 E BT IR, “hens in the Office of the Commandant of Justice turned into roosters” L& Jif
W75, “azure loongs and yellow loongs appeared” ¥ ¢ &% J¥, “fish gathered on armory roofs”
AR E = |-, “a huge rock stood up of itself ” fo A7 H 37, “the Fire Star” 7R, “Chen
Jiao” A2, “Wu costume system” S il flill, “clothing and carriages” A< AR ZE3f, “utensils and
attire of the Hu tribes” &R, “square-toed shoes” J73kJ&, “amphibious crabs turned
into rats” $ZIHAL iR, “a dance called ‘The Peace of Jin’” 174, “a song called ‘Breaking
Yang [poplar] and Liu [willow]” #4%#ll, “a popular rhyme in the south of China” yI. 54 #
1%, “women customs moved eastward” 1 AR 477, “cooked rice became snails” #XI{LIR,
“blood flowed at Lii County” & E-j7i ifil, “fire at the Gaoyuan Tomb” 15 JiL[% K, “knotted bun
hairstyle” %22, “weapon-shaped pendants” fi E=fil, “rotten straw sandals in Jianghuai” 1.
UEN @, “the stone has come” {73, “Yunlong Gate” = J¥.[], “Zhang Cheng’s ox spoke” ik
A= “halberds blades ablaze” 5% K, “raw paper robes” 485 Hif, “colorless caps”
TCEG, “a person who was both male and female” % %4 —1&, “Ren Qiao’s wife” {T-{fFZE,
“grievance of Chunyu Bo” {ET{H%S, “Wang Liang’s ox” Fii4f, “earthquake in the
Taixing reign period” K 24Hi7Z, “a cow gave birth to a calf with two heads” B[ 144 T
3k, “a disaster in Wuchang” 3% B %K, “restoration of ceremony dress” H1 %Mk, “weapons
suddenly blossomed” {{f{ZE#E, “rumors in Wu Prefecture and Jinling” ZHE it S,
“rumors in the capital” FE UYL, “Wang Zhounan” i #; descriptions from the “Section
of Changes” ZZ4{k s in the Supernatural, such as “dogs of a special kind” FE K, “two big
snakes in the court minister’s mansion” & #EJff — I, and “Xuan Qian’s mother” & ZE££}; and
those from the “Section of Divine Retribution” Jg&Jij f5 of the Supernatural, such as “Xingshi
Zichen” JIS 5 i, “a cracked rock appeared in Zhangye Prefecture” 5K4 711, “ox after
horse” 454, “Empress Deng of the Eastern Han Dynasty” F13ZX[)5, and “Sun Jian’s
wife” FMEIE . In addition, the Supernatural has a distinct connection to the “Biographies
of Fangshu Practitioners” 77 AR%f% under the Official Histories. In the “Biographies of
Fangshu Practitioners” of the History of the Later Han Dynasty by Fan Ye, descriptions of
“Wang Qiao” F£7F, “Xu Deng” #3%F, “Ji Zixun” #ij7-i)l, “Xie Nugu” f# U3, and “Zuo Ci”
Jr 28, were derived from the “Section of Deifying” #i{bjs of the Supernatural, including
“Magistrate Wang Qiao of Ye County” M4 F7¥, “Xu Deng and Zhao Bing” #5-85844H, “Ji
Zixun,” “Marquis of Shouguang” ##(:{%, and “Zuo Ci.” The “Biography of Chunyu Zhi” 5
T4 4% and the “Biography of Guo Pu” (% of the History of the Jin Dynasty also drew
from the “Section of Deifying,” including “Chunyu Zhi divined about a rat” ¥ T# 4 iR,
“Chunyu Zhi divined about a fox” T8 MK, “Chunyu Zhi divined about death and illness”
ETH M#29H, “Guo Pu divined about the appearance of moles” FFEERAE K, and “Guo
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Pu revived a dead horse” (357G 5. Furthermore, a variety of anomalies were described
in the History of the Later Han Dynasty, including miraculous births, encounters with the
supernatural, and extraordinary dreams, many of which were drawn from the supernatural.
Specifically, chapters and sections such as the “Biographies of Yang, Li, Zhai, Ying, Huo,
Yuan, and Xu” #2538 W 8= 72145314, “Biographies of Dou and He” 5 {1[51{%, “Biography
of Yang Zhen” #57Z %1%, “Biographies of Fan Hong and Yin Shi” #£72FHiH41{%, “Zhou
Chang” J&1% of the “Biographies of Loners” Jf1f 74114, “Filial Daughter Shuxian Xiong” 2
LR HE of the “Biographies of Exemplary Women” 51 %44, “Empress Deng of the Eastern
Han Dynasty” 13X 5 J5 of the “Annals of Empresses” 5 )54, “Biographies of Huangfu,
Zhang, and Duan” 2 Hj7k B4, and “Wen Xu” Ji 7 of the “Biographies of Loners” were
respectively drawn from the accounts of “a woman named Ying” R {lX, “the snake-related
auspicious sign for the Dou family” 52 [CHEFE, “three eels” =M, “Yin Zifang” BT,
“Zhou Chang,” “Shuxian Xiong” 5/, “Empress Deng of the Eastern Han Dynasty,” “the
wife of Zhang Huan” 5K40.2%, and “Wen Xu” in the “Section of Divine Retribution” of the
Supernatural.

The mutual drawing of material between the Supernatural and Official Histories allows
a considerable portion of the former’s content to be viewed as Official History texts or
related texts. In fact, the Supernatural integrated narrative conventions and writing modes
of zhiguai, such as the “Treatise on the Five Elements” and the “Biographies of Fangshu
Practitioners” under the Official Histories. This integration was underpinned by systems of
thoughts, knowledge, and belief such as “writing about portents and anomalies” and “writing
about fangshu,” which were linked to the discourse on portents and anomalies—a significant
component of the official mainstream ideology—and the study of shushu, an important part
of the knowledge system widely accepted by the society at that time. Relevant analysis can be
found in the discussion in the second part of this article.

Furthermore, for the compilation of the Supernatural, material was drawn from the
Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals by Liu Xiang Xl|[a]. Narrative conventions and
writing modes of zhiguai under the Miscellaneous Biographies were integrated to reflect
the widely held, immortality-centered Daoist beliefs of the official elite at that time. For
the “Section of Deifying” of the Supernatural, the accounts of “Chisongzi” 7R¥A T, “Ning
Fengzi” #%#1¥, “Chijiangziyu” 755 7%, “Woquan” {E1&, “Peng Zu” #4H, “Geyou” &
i1, “Wang Zigiao” FF7F, “Guanxian” &4, “Qingao” 25/, “an chicken-raising elder” i
W4, “Yinsheng” B4z, and “Village Constable Changsheng” % %54z were drawn from
the Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals, which records the deeds of immortals, including
their magical transformations, lives, and celestial realms. From legendary figures such as
the Yellow Emperor %7, Chisongzi, and the two daughters of the deity of river YUt _ %,
to personalities in the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, such as Laozi &,
Lii Shang & ¥, Jie Zitui 4)>F-#, and Fan Li yi %5, and further to individuals like Dongfang
Shuo %< /7#/] and Lady Gouyi #J%L K A in the Han Dynasty, it contains the accounts of more

than 70 immortals. This was due to the prevalence of beliefs in immortals and fangshu during
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the Han Dynasty, particularly in the official elite. The anonymous “Preface to the Biographies
of the Exemplary Immortals” H L4 states:

By the time of Emperor Cheng of the Han X 7, Liu Xiang, as the custodian of the
archives, observed that the emperor was quite devoted to the practices of immortals. He
recognized that the alchemical techniques were indeed valid and that the longevity of
immortals was a reality, not a delusion; it was merely that people of the world did not
pursue it with sufficient diligence. Thus, I have compiled accounts from antiquity, the Xia,
Shang, and Zhou dynasties, till the Qin and Han dynasties, broadly gathering those that
cover the deeds of immortals, summarizing their lives and collecting the materials into
these biographies. (Wang 2007, 170-172)

When Liu Xiang sifted through the texts, he focused on the accounts of immortals for his
work, due to his own belief in immortals as well as his intent to cater to the preferences of
Emperor Cheng.

During the Wei-Jin period, there were two distinct cognitive inclinations—skepticism and
faith—regarding the discourse on immortals and fangshu. This is evident in the Master Who
Embraces Simplicity #i#pF written by Ge Hong %57t, who argued for the actual existence of
ghosts and immortals. Generally speaking, most of the official elite back then held a belief in
the Daoist pursuit of immortality, including the tenets that deities do not die, that immortality
is attainable, and that there are specific methods for becoming an immortal. Gan Bao T
also gave credence to accounts of immortals in historical texts. For instance, in the “Peng Zu”

entry of the “Section of Deifying,” he argued:

Many Confucian scholars of previous dynasties have doubted this. For example, Qiao Zhou
J#EH [courtesy name Yunnan 0.4, a man of versatile talent and profound learning, and
particularly excelling in the mastery of numerology and technical principles, wrote the
Investigations of Ancient History 7 2%, in which he considered the previous accounts
[about Peng Zu 3%H] to be fabrications and dismissed them without discussion. I, too, find
the birth of these immortals so strange and unusual. However, consider the generations
following the six-son of Lu Zhong [#i#: Their descendants established kingdoms and
endured through the vicissitudes of six dynasties. Over thousands of years, overlords and
sovereigns emerged from their ranks time and again. Is it possible that for Heaven to make
a family flourish, it must be because their ancestors were such extraordinary beings? As for
what has been passed down in ancient records—that Xiuji &' gave birth to Yu & from a
rupture in her back, and Jiandi {54k gave birth to Xie 3 through an opening in her chest—
these things happened so long ago that they cannot be verified. Recently, in the fifth year
of the Huangchu #%] era of the Wei, Lady Wang, the wife of Qu Yong JHZE from Runan,
gave birth to a son who emerged from below her right armpit and above her abdomen.

She remained composed throughout; within a few months, the wound healed, and both
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mother and child were fine. This is a reliable account of a recent occurrence. Comparing
the present with the past, one truly understands that records made by chroniclers were not
fabrications. The movements of the world and the changes of yin and yang are so complex;
how can they be confined to a single perspective or judged solely by common reason? (Gan
2019, 22-23)

This statement was, in fact, consistent with the mainstream conception of the official elite
at that time. During the Wei-Jin period, the Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals became
quite popular. It was natural then for the “Section of Deifying” of the Supernatural to include
the accounts of immortals and shushi from the Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals.

Newly added accounts in the 20-chapter edition of the Supernatural that was prevalent in
the Ming Dynasty, such as “Shimen” Jifi[ ], “Tao Angong” F&%¢/\, and “Yuan Ke” Fil %,
were also taken from the Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals, clearly demonstrating a
continuation of this tradition. The deeds of immortals in the Biographies of the Exemplary
Immortals are mostly summaries without characterization and scene description. For material
from the Biographies of the Exemplary Immortals, the Supernatural generally kept the
original text, inheriting not only its subject matter but also its narrative mode.

The compilation of the Supernatural drew upon the Spring and Autumn Annals of Lii
Buwei, Huainanzi, Comprehensive Interpretation of Customs, and Discourses Weighed
in the Balance, and integrated narrative conventions and writing modes of zhiguai in
Master Texts. Taking the Comprehensive Interpretation of Customs as an example,
the Supernatural mainly took from it such accounts as “Wang Qiao, Magistrate of Ye
County” 4 F£7F, “Xu Jishan” 42|, and “Tong Yanxing” # £ % in the “Section
of Deifying”; “Yin Zifang” in the “Section of Divine Retribution”; the “human-shaped
grass” in the “Section of Spirits”; the “white-haired old man” [3k#7\, “Zhang Hanzhi”
K7 H, and “the dog of a wine seller” J§ 51 in the “Section of Changes”; and “Tu
and Yulei” 55 5122 in Chapter 24. Under the classification system of Four Divisions
VU, the Comprehensive Interpretation of Customs was defined as an early work in the
Miscellaneous Sayings %1}, a subcategory of the Miscellaneous Schools 725 category
within the Master division T-#5. Having the same nature as Discourses Weighed in the
Balance by Wang Chong, it is regarded as the source of later brush-note and miscellaneous
writings. In terms of its genre nature, the Comprehensive Interpretation of Customs is a
work of textual research and critical rectification. As Fan Ye stated in the “Biography
of Ying Shao” W BlIf% of the History of the Later Han Dynasty: “The Comprehensive
Interpretation of Customs was compiled to distinguish the names and categories of things
and to resolve the doubts and misconceptions regarding customs. Although the writing
is unorthodox, later generations admired it for its erudition” (Fan 1965, 1614). The
“Preface to the Collation and Annotation” K {ERH of the Collation and Annotation of
Comprehensive Interpretation of Customs K7 iE X AL written by Wang Liqi + 4%

summarized his purpose as follows:
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To understand the intent of his writings is to realize that he aimed to discern customs and
correct social trends, observe subtleties and hidden matters, and comment on societal
norms and the conduct of local worthies to establish a reputation for uprightness, to
criticize or praise as appropriate, and thus promote virtue and suppress evil. Hence, in his
investigations of texts and rituals, he collected material from all possible sources and strove
for accuracy, not merely echoing the words of one authority. In his discussions of human
relationships, he was especially cautious, thereby promoting good customs and correcting

state practice. (Ying 1981, 1).

In the “Section of the Supernatural and the Strange” %) of the Comprehensive
Interpretation of Customs, cases of zhiguai are especially concentrated, including: “Among
the people, many hurt themselves by being frightened by extraordinary sights”; “Many
experience bad dreams foreboding disasters that come true”; “There are many cases where
the souls of the dead speak to their families with recognizable voices and what they said
was quite true”; “It is common for dogs to act as strange omens. People kill them and
smear the blood on their doorways, but many still face ruin and punishment”; “There are
countless cases of spirits of all kinds”; “There are many cases where blood comes out of
trees being chopped down, which is seen as a strange and supernatural phenomenon”; “It
is common for snakes to act as strange omens”’; “Many people see red and white lights in
their homes and consider them to be strange and uncanny omens,” and so on. The “Section
of Sacrificial Rites” #E#iLf5, which states that: “The recording of supernatural beings
and numinous objects is called ‘Sacrificial Rites,”” also contains a substantial number of
zhiguai cases. The general preface at the beginning of the Comprehensive Interpretation of
Customs outlines the themes, while the subsequent chapters provide detailed discussions.
The work has numerous cases cited from other sources to illustrate prevailing customs and
viewpoints or to substantiate the author’s own interpretations. Those cited cases were either
derived from the records of earlier texts or based on hearsay or personal observations. Pan
Jianguo % #[¥ held, “This literary form reflects the ‘comprehensive’ i in the book title—
Comprehensive Interpretation of Customs. This feature originated from exegetical works
such as the Comprehensive Discussions in the White Tiger Hall [- %18 and Comprehensive
Interpretation of the Spring and Autumn Annals %Ki in the Han Dynasty, focusing on the
academic functions of philological interpretation and dialectical analysis” (Pan 2019, 93).

Under this editorial framework, a vast number of zhiguai cases naturally served to
substantiate or elucidate specific viewpoints so that they possessed the characteristics of
ancillary, exemplary narratives within the Master division. Materials drawn from previous
texts were often excerpted verbatim, while records of hearsay tended to be succinct, offering
only an outline of cases. In sourcing material from the Comprehensive Interpretation of
Customs, Gan Bao excised the discursive parts at the beginning and end of each account
and retained only the narrative content—the story itself—without rewriting or refinement,

thereby basically preserving the story’s original state (Pan 2019). Although this approach
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removed the argumentative feature of Master Texts, it retained the writing mode of
exemplifying and narration, which are primarily concise summaries without descriptive
detail.

For the compilation of the Supernatural, material was drawn from the Records of Strange
Events and Anomalies and Records of Diverse Matters; narrative conventions and writing
modes of zhiguai under the Xiaoshuo category were also integrated. The Supernatural drew
extensively from the Records of Strange Events and Anomalies, written by Cao Pi B A3,
” BB N in the “Section of Deifying”;
“Chen Bao” &5, “Humu Ban” #J£:3f, “Chen Jiefang” [%477 /7, and “Jiang Ziwen” ¥
-3 in the “Section of Divine Retribution”; “Wang Zhounan” F &4 in the “Section of
Spirits”; “the Nute Shrine” %44, “a white-haired old man” [43k7y, “Lord Dushuo” J#
YA, “slender waist” 4, and “Wenyue” %] in the “Section of Changes.” Additionally,
it includes “a concubine named Feng” &5 A and “Shi Xu” %2 47 in Chapter 21, “a lodging
house in Huben” #9455 and “Song Dingbo” K5E1f] in Chapter 22, and “Tan Sheng” %4

mainly including the “magician of Yingling County

in Chapter 23. These accounts are primarily found in the “Section of Changes” and “Section
of Divine Retribution.” For the most part, they are relatively long, possess well-developed
narrative plots, and feature detailed descriptions. This distinguishes them significantly from
the accounts derived from other sources. Most of the accounts in the Records of Strange
Events and Anomalies are stories and hearsay dating from the Han Dynasty onwards. The
majority of the accounts focus on transformations of spirits and mischief of ghosts. They are
complex and detailed in narrative, mostly originating from folk oral traditions. Its narratives

about zhiguai certainly cannot be integrated into narratives about portents and anomalies or

fangshu in Official Histories, such as the History of the Former Han Dynasty. Nor do they

fall within the scope of biographies of immortals, such as the Biographies of the Exemplary
Immortals. In the “Studies on the Records of Strange Events and Anomalies” { 35315 ) WT
%%, Wang Guoliang F[E [ classified the content by subject matter into categories such as
sacrificial rites, occult arts, the underworld, ghosts, spirits, retribution, and ghost marriages
(Wang 1988, 52-53). In the History of Zhiguai before the Tang Dynasty JFERjPe/ ML,
Li Jianguo summarized the genres as “spirit transformations and hauntings,” “immortals,”
“unusual persons and occult arts,” and “ghosts” (Li 2005, 239-245). In fact, the Records
of Strange Events and Anomalies pioneered the tradition of zhiguai under the Xiaoshuo
category in terms of subject matter, content, and narrative method.

In the Supernatural, some chapters, which record popular lore and anecdotes at that
time, clearly inherit the narrative modes of zhiguai from the Records of Strange Events and
Anomalies, such as the account of “a ghost in Ni Yansi’s home” {5 = L 50 in the “Section
of Changes.” It was found that this account was not cited from other works and was likely
compiled by Gan Bao from gathered hearsay. Similar accounts of transformation or mischief
of spirits and ghosts include: “the assistant of Zhao Gongming” X /Nl £k, “Zhang Pu”
7Kk, “The White Water Maiden” /K&, “Aunt Ding” T4, “the State of Yu” [E[H,
“a spirit of Dungiu” i F-%£, “an old man of Dong Commandery” AP %55, “a fox spirit”
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M, “an old fox of Wuxing” S 4#M, “a fox wife of Jurong” AJA M, “the Luling
waystation” JFi 5, “Azi” 4%, “Erudite Hu [fox]” #f#1-, “Song Daxian” KK ¥, “a
scholar turned from a spotted fox” B4, “a black-headed, white-bodied dog” 23k [
HK 7, “a white-dog ghost” [k, “a scholar of Wu Commandary” S4B+ A, “the Anyang
waystation” ZZfH%5%, “the gentleman from the mountain” &1L, “the otter woman” ifi
1, “snake lawsuit” #F3, “He Tong” {4, “the crocodile woman” #, “a cicada” B J[,,
“Qin Jubo” Z&H {H, “the silkworm and the stallion” 7t &, “the chu people” 4 A\, “a man of
Xinyu” #i% F, and “a believer in the nonexistence of ghosts” JGH%.1£. These accounts
largely departed from the culture of portents and anomalies, fangshu and shushu, immortality
and Daoism. They were also distant from official ideologies and knowledge systems, as
well as narrative traditions of official histories. Instead, they exhibit a vivid narrative appeal
and even a touch of humor. Their primary value was to offer cultural entertainment for the
literati, serving to amuse the mind and please the eye.

In summary, the Supernatural, as a culminating work, integrated narrative tradition
and writing modes of zhiguai from a variety of literary genres of its time. Zhiguai merely
constituted one component while the Official Histories and the Miscellaneous Biographies
actually made up a substantial proportion, far exceeding the former genre. In other words,
in the historical and cultural contexts of the time, the Supernatural “records anomalies and
unusual things of the past and present” to “demonstrate that the Dao of the divine is no
falsehood” by primarily adopting the perspective of an official historian and adhering to
the ideological concepts, narrative tradition, and writing modes associated with the Official
Histories and the Miscellaneous Biographies. The “Memorial Requesting Paper for the
Compilation of the In Search of the Supernatural” T F I MCIHLLE states: “1, your
servant, previously intended to record anomalies and unusual things of past and present,
bringing together what was scattered and lost into a consistent whole, while consulting
extensively those knowledgeable about the past” (Gan 2019, 808). Gan Bao submitted his
proposal to the court for the compilation of the Supernatural and received official support,
such as paper. In a certain sense, though the Supernatural was a private endeavor, it served
as an official historiographical compilation that should be made by an official historian.
Therefore, in identifying the textual nature of the Supernatural at the time of its compilation,
we should neither assess the past practice by modern concepts of fiction, nor define it
solely through general notions of ancient xiaoshuo. Instead, we should fully recognize
its textual plurality and complexity, and understand its content with reference to various
narrative conventions and writing modes of zhiguai at that time, including Official Histories,
Miscellaneous Biographies, Master Texts, and Xiaoshuo, alongside relevant ideological and
cultural contexts, thereby restoring its original historical and cultural contexts for proper

interpretation.
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2 Writing of Portents, Anomalies, and Fangshu in the Supernatural and
Official Histories

The Supernatural and Official Histories drew material from one another. Such a practice is
especially obvious between it and the “Treatise on the Five Elements” as well as “Biographies
of Fangshu Practitioners” as the Supernatural reflects narrative conventions and writing
modes of zhiguai. It is also associated with the discourse on portents and anomalies, a vital
component of the official mainstream ideology of the time, and the study of shushu, an
integral part of the social knowledge system.

The “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Former Han Dynasty is structured
according to a four-tier editorial framework: Classics Z¢, Commentaries 1%, Explanations 1},
and Cases f§i|. The Supernatural drew materials from the Cases, namely accounts of portents
and anomalies and various annotations appended. Gan Bao treated these materials primarily
by keeping only the annotations provided by Jing Fang 3% 5 in his Commentary on the Book
of Changes %)% while deleting others. For instance, it was described in Chapter 27 “Treatise
on the Five Elements” of the History of the Former Han Dynasty that:

In the fifth year of the reign of King Xiaowen of Qin 2% F when the king made an
inspection tour of Quyan, someone presented a five-foot ox. According to Liu Xiang, the ox
was an omen of disaster. Previously, when King Huiwen of Qin Z& 2 X + first established
the capital at Xianyang, he had vast palatial buildings built facing the Weishui River to the
south and the Jingshui River to the north; his mind strayed from propriety, thereby violating
the vital energy of the earth. The word for “foot” also means “to stop.” It was a warning for
Qin to cease its extravagance, or else it would face impending ruin. The later kings of Qin
persisted in their ways without change, going so far as to build around 300 detached palaces
and resume construction on the Epang Palace. The dynasty perished before the work was
done. Another interpretation stated that as the ox is utilized by men for its strength, its feet
are the means by which it moves. Subsequently, the kings of Qin heavily exploited the
people’s labor for transport, extending from the sea in the south to the northern frontier,
until the entire realm revolted against it. Jing Fang’s Commentary on the Book of Changes
states, “When corvée labor is mobilized and the people’s seasons are usurped, the freakish
omen is the birth of a five-foot ox.” (Ban 1962, 1447)

In Chapter 10 “Section of Spirits” of the Supernatural, the account of the “five-foot ox”

shows that:

In the fifth year of the reign of King Huiwen of Qin, the king made an inspection tour of
Quyan, where a man presented to him an ox with five feet. At that time, Qin was afflicting
the people with forced labor, which led to the rebellion of all the people. Jing Fang’s
Commentary on the Book of Changes states, “When corvée labor is mobilized and the

people’s seasons are usurped, the freakish omen is the birth of a five-foot ox.” (Gan 2019,
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In comparison of the two, it is evident that annotations other than those from Jing Fang
were deleted by Gan Bao when he compiled the texts. However, a few accounts kept the
concise and general comments of Liu Xiang. For example, in Chapter 10 “Section of Spirits,”

the account of “a mare bore a child” states:

In the 21st year of the reign of Duke Xiao of Qin ZZ:/\, a mare bore a child. In the
20th year of King Zhao of Qin ZEHf £, a stallion gave birth to a foal and died. Liu Xiang
considered this a “horse calamity.” Therefore, Jing Fang’s Commentary on the Book of
Changes states, “When regional lords threaten the authority of the king, there will be the ill
omen of a stallion giving birth to a foal. When regional lords fight each other with no king

to control them, there will be the ill omen of a mare bearing a child.” (Gan 2019, 169)

The reason why Gan Bao kept only Jing Fang’s Commentary on the Book of Changes when
he drew material from the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Former Han
Dynasty probably lies in the fact that Jing Fang’s commentaries were prevalent at that time
and his interest in the arts of yin-yang and shushu. The discourse on portents and anomalies
during the Han Dynasty was represented by the interpretation of the Spring and Autumn
Annals Z5Fk by Dong Zhongshu % {f14F, that of the “Great Plan” 3ty by Xiahou Sheng &
{5k, and Jing Fang’s Commentary on the Book of Changes. It was stated in the “Biography
of Jing Fang” 5% of the History of the Former Han Dynasty that: “His expertise lay in
interpreting portents and anomalies. He developed the 64 hexagrams and assigned them to
govern the days, using wind, rain, cold, and warmth as climatic indicators—each having its
respective divinatory verification. Jing Fang was exceptionally proficient in such application”
(Ban 1962, 3160). The yin-yang-based discourse on portents and anomalies in Jing Fang’s
Commentary on the Book of Changes is closely related to shushu and has a strong divinatory
feature of using portents and anomalies to predict human affairs. Consequently, Jing Fang
was revered by later generations as a grandmaster of shushu, and his commentary flourished
during the Wei-Jin period. The “Five Element” category of the “Treatises on Classics” £
%53 of the History of the Sui Dynasty &+ covers a multitude of works titled under “Jing
Fang” or the “Jingshi” 5 [%. The “Biography of Gan Bao” T-51% of the History of the Jin
Dynasty states, “By nature, he was fond of the arts of yin-yang and shushu and reflected on
the biographies of Jing Fang, Xiahou Sheng, and others” (Fang 1974, 2150). The “Biography
of Han You” & /Z 1% states:

[Han You 38 /7] was a scholar who learned the Book of Changes from Wu Zhen {Iiff§ in
Kuaiji. He was skilled at divination, capable of geomancy for residences and tombs, and
also practiced exorcistic arts of the Jing Fang and Fei Zhi 2% & schools ... His divinations

were remarkably efficacious, and his methods for averting calamities and transforming
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misfortunes were invariably successful. Gan Bao asked him the reason for this. (Fang 1974,
2476-2477)

Therefore, Gan Bao’s interpretations for cases of portents and anomalies of his time were
often cited from Jing Fang’s commentary as well.

The editorial framework of the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Later
Han Dynasty by Fan Ye differs from that of the History of the Former Han Dynasty as a
considerable portion of the accounts concerning portents and anomalies in the former does not
include interpretations. For materials drawn from the “Section of Spirits” of the Supernatural,
the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Later Han Dynasty kept
interpretations for some accounts while those of some other accounts were abridged. Both
the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Liu Song Dynasty and that of the
History of the Jin Dynasty drew materials from the “Section of Spirits” of the Supernatural
and largely preserved the original text while merely adding the phrase “Gan Bao said” before
the interpretations of cases of portents and anomalies. For instance, in Chapter 30 (“Clothing
Anomalies” IRk of “Five Elements I” of “Treatise on the Five Elements™) of the History of
the Liu Song Dynasty, it was stated that:

After the rise of the Jin, clothing was simple above the waist and complex under the waist.
People wore their belts so low that they covered the tops of their skirts. The ruler was weak,
and the ministers were unrestrained; this was the sign of the lower obscuring the upper.
This became worse by the end of the Yuankang JTE era as a trend emerged in which
women began wearing inner vests as outerwear, draping them over their lower garments.
This symbolized “the inner coming to the outside.” In the making of carriages, people
favored fragility and lightness, frequently altering their designs and trimming them entirely
with white bamboo strips, resembling the mourning carriages of ancient times. Carriages
are the vessels of the men of noble character. This indicated that the men of noble character
lacked determination and failed to value practical results. Gan Bao remarked, “When a
disaster occurred to the Jin, the Son of Heaven lost his power, with power falling into the
hands of favored ministers. This was the fulfillment of the omen—the lower obscuring the
upper. At the end of the Yongjia 7K 5 era, the palace women of the inner court were exiled
to the Rong and Di tribes. This was the fulfillment of the omen—the inner coming to the
outside. As the state fell into turmoil, chancellors and regional governors largely failed in
their duties and were constantly replaced. This was the fulfillment of the omen—failing to
value practical results.” (Shen 1974, 887)°

Gan Bao apparently strove to attach interpretations to the cases of portents and anomalies

® This entry is drawn from the “Clothing and Carriages” &fl#%4:3¢ section in the “Section of Spirits,” Chapter 14 of the

Supernatural.
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he collected. For those that could not be explained through the discourse on portents and
anomalies, he marked with a statement: “This matter cannot yet be explained.” Such cases
were fully applied in the History of the Liu Song Dynasty.

In summary, the “Section of Spirits” of the Supernatural primarily records portents,
anomalies, prodigies, and signs of fortune and misfortune. Most of its accounts can essentially
be taken as cases of portents and anomalies and relevant interpretations that can be found in
the “Treatise on the Five Elements” under the Official Histories. In Chapter 31 of 4 Forest
of Pearls from the Dharma Garden J3:51¥f#K, the “Explanatory Part” 72 of the “Spirits
Section” IRk states:

Regarding spirits, Gan Bao defined them in the Ji iC: “They are the quintessence of gi
S, relying upon physical objects. When gi is disordered internally, objects transform
externally. Form, spirit, g7, and matter are the internal and external applications. They are
rooted in the Five Elements and communicate with the Five Affairs {i5+. Though their
ebbing and flowing, rising and falling, and transformations and movements are myriad, the
signs of fortune and misfortune they present can all be categorized and discussed.” (Daoshi
2003, 971)

Most researchers believe that Ji refers to the Supernatural, and that the passage probably
serves as the preface to the “Section of Spirits.” Essentially, definitions about spirits fall
under the yin-yang and five-element theories and the discourse on portents and anomalies
which were prevalent during the Han and Wei periods. At that time, spirits generally referred
specifically to anomalies in physical objects. The preface to the “Section of Spirits” in fact
represents Gan Bao’s use of the discourses on vital gi, the Five Elements, and the Five Affairs
to explain the formation of spirits.

The “Treatise on the Five Elements” under the Official Histories recorded cases of portents
and anomalies by a classification system and selection of subjects based on the discourse
thereof. For instance, the classification system of the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of
the History of the Later Han Dynasty includes 43 categories, such as “improper demeanor”
SAANZE, “excessive rain” ¥EFH, “clothing anomalies” iRk, “gallinaceous disasters” 3
4, “azure omens” T &, “spontaneous collapse of houses” J& H IR, and “false rumors” ift,
5. Similarly, the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Liu Song Dynasty
consists of 45 categories, including “wood failing to grow straight” A E, “improper

99 CC

demeanor,” “persistent rain” {E [, “clothing anomalies,” and ““chelonian monstrosities™ ff,EE.
The cases recorded in the “Section of Spirits” of the Supernatural are not entirely equivalent
to those in the “Treatise on the Five Elements” under the Official Histories. Rather, they
only clearly correspond to certain categories. For instance, the material drawn by the History
of the Liu Song Dynasty from the Supernatural focuses on certain categories of spirits,
anomalies, disasters, or “human ailments” AJif, which all mainly referred to extraordinary

transformations of plants, insects, livestock, and humans, therefore consistent with the intent
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and theme of the aforementioned preface to the “Section of Spirits.”

The numerous cases of portents and anomalies and relevant interpretations in the “Section
of Spirits” of the Supernatural, were closely linked to Gan Bao’s status as an official historian
and the prevailing tradition of official historiography at that time. Gan Bao’s Annals of the Jin
Dynasty ¥4 was not only acclaimed as an “excellent historiography” [ ! in its time but
also highly praised by later historians. By introducing the discourse on portents and anomalies
into the compilation of official histories, the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History
of the Former Han Dynasty established a historiographical tradition of recording specifically
the cases of portents and anomalies as well as interpretations. Subsequently, the History of
the Later Han Dynasty by Xie Cheng 7K of Eastern Wu during the Three Kingdoms period,
A Sequel to the History of the Han Dynasty by Sima Biao of the Jin Dynasty, as well as other
versions of the History of the Later Han Dynasty by Xie Shen #{i{; and Yuan Shansong 3=
LLI# respectively, all included a “Treatise on the Five Elements.” The “Treatise on Officials”
HE ik of A Sequel to the History of the Han Dynasty defines the duties of Grand Historian
K514 as “responsible for recording auspicious signs or portents of the state” (Fan 1965,
3572). The “Treatise on Officials” of the History of the Liu Song Dynasty also states that
Grand Historian “is in charge of observing the Three Luminaries, determining auspicious
dates, and interpreting omens of fortune or disaster” (Shen 1974, 1229). During the Wei-
Jin period, the official historians’ collections and records of portentous and anomalous cases
were a prescribed duty and general practice. The Imperial Diary #JE{E of the Jin Dynasty
also documented various auspicious signs, portents, and anomalies (Tang & Huang 1989).

The “Treatise on the Five Elements” under the Official Histories is also closely related to
part of the “Section of Divine Retribution” and “Section of Changes” of the Supernatural.
The “Section of Changes” mostly describes the transformations of supernatural beings. Its

preface explains “changes” as follows:

The Heaven has five gi, and all things are generated through transformation ... From this
perspective, the birth and death of the myriad things, as well as their transformations,
cannot be fathomed without a penetrating spiritual insight; even if one seeks the cause
within oneself, how can one discern their origin? Yet, that decaying grass becomes fireflies
is due to putrefaction; that wheat becomes butterflies is due to dampness. Therefore, the
transformations of the myriad things always have their underlying causes. When farmers
seek to arrest the transformation of wheat, they steep it in ash; when sages govern the

transformations of the myriad things, they aid them with the Dao. Is it not so?

Using the concepts of yin-yang, the Five Elements, and ¢i to explain the generation,
transformation, and change of nature of the myriad things was a prevalent practice at that
time. Naturally, the transformations of supernatural beings share certain commonalities with
the cases of portents and anomalies in the “Treatise on the Five Elements.” The “Section

of Divine Retribution” primarily records matters of spiritual resonance such as auspicious
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omens, deities, filial responses, dream signs, and retribution. Among these, the cases of
auspicious omens correspond with those in the “Treatise on Portents and Auspices.”

Most of the accounts added to the 20-chapter edition of the Supernatural that were popular
during the Ming Dynasty were also largely drawn from the “Treatise on the Five Elements”
under the Official Histories (Gan 2019, 595-688). Zhou Zhongfu Jif]H1F (literary name
Zhengtang %4%), in his Zhengtang’s Catalog of Readings ¥ 524510, remarked:

The accounts recorded in this edition, when verified against citations in ancient texts, are
sometimes present and sometimes absent. This likely represents a post-Song compilation
of older texts, supplemented by other accounts to form a complete work, rather than the
original book of that period. Therefore, the sixth chapter consists of a complete transcription
of the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Former Han Dynasty and the
History of the Later Han Dynasty, followed by relevant accounts of the Three Kingdoms
period from the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the History of the Jin Dynasty, without
the alteration of a single word. Its status as a derivative compilation is manifest. (Zhou
2009, 1080)

This also reflects, from another perspective, that Ming scholars continued to consider that
the Supernatural and the “Treatise on the Five Elements” under the Official Histories are
similar in their content’s nature.

The “Biographies of Fangshu Practitioners” under the Official Histories mainly recorded
divination, dream interpretation, weather observation, physiognomy, exorcism, talismans,
and transformations performed through the study of shushu and fangshu (Li 2019). The
underlying system of thought, knowledge, and skill is the study of shushu and fangshu (Song
1999). The “Preface to the ‘Biographies of Fangshu Practitioners’ of the History of the Later
Han Dynasty states:

Confucius remarked that the Book of Changes states four paths of the men of noble
character, with one of which being “diviners value its prognostications.” Prognostication
is what the former kings used to identify fortune or misfortune, resolve doubts, and obtain
hidden assistance from the deities, thereby coming to know future events ... Since the reign
of Emperor Wu of the Han 7 i{#, who was quite fond of fangshu, all those throughout
the empire who possessed secret knowledge or special skills carried their scrolls and
clapped their hands in excitement, arriving as if swept in by a favorable wind. Later, Wang
Mang F 7§ falsely employed talismanic mandates, and Emperor Guangwu of Han 75t
77 was especially convinced by prophetic prognostications. Consequently, those scholars
who sought to align themselves with the prevailing trends of the time all engaged in far-
fetched interpretations and vied with one another to discuss these mysteries. Thus, the
names of Wang Liang F %% and Sun Xian #Jif, corresponded to the prognosticatory charts

and registers, by which they ascended to the high ministerial positions of the “Three Ducal



180

Ministers.” Zheng Xing %% and Jia Kui ¥z rose to prominence through their alignment
with the court, while Huan Tan fHi% and Yin Min F fell into obscurity and suffered
ruin due to their defiance. Since then, the practice of esoteric learning became customary,
characterized by a preference for marvelous texts and a high regard for arcane arts; such
practices were by no means rare in those times ... In the middle period, Zhang Heng 5
ffif was regarded as the patriarch of the yin-yang theory, and Lang Yi K58 was the most
precise in interpreting baleful omens; others were also clearly recognized as masters in their
own right. Their followers also possessed refined talents and great virtues, though they did

not necessarily embody the pinnacle of occult arts. (Fan 1965, 2703-2706)

The “Section of Deifying” of the Supernatural primarily records the lives of fangshu
practitioners of the Eastern Han and Wei-Jin periods—such as Wang Qiao 7%, Ji Zixun i
Fll, Zuo Ci 224, Yu Ji T35, Jie Yan /1%, Xu Guang #55%, Guo Pu FE£, Guan Lu 45%&,
and Chunyu Zhi ¥ T%. These accounts were mostly filled with magical transformations of
a strong supernatural flavor, primarily narrating magical arts, divination, and transformations
of immortals, fangshu practitioners, wu Ak (divine intermediaries), and Daoists. A significant
portion of the content can be viewed as “Biographies of Fangshu Practitioners” under the
Official Histories. This is also inextricably linked to Gan Bao’s status as an official historian
and his fondness for yin-yang and shushu.

During the Wei-Jin period and the Northern and Southern Dynasties, writing on portents
and anomalies as well as fangshu was associated with specific official mainstream ideologies
and political-cultural meanings. The study of shushu also constituted an essential part of the
knowledge system widely embraced by the public. For instance, the discourse on portents and
anomalies became a doctrine and a crucial component of dynastic political culture. Certain
significant portentous or anomalous incidents even became key factors influencing court
politics (Chen 2015; Huang 2018; Sun 2015; Wang 2018). Precisely because of this profound
social significance, writing on portents and anomalies became an integral part of the Official
Histories in the form of the “Treatise on the Five Elements.” The “Treatise on Literature” 2.
i of the History of the Former Han Dynasty contains a dedicated section titled “Summary of
Shushu” ${R%, which collected works on gi-reading, divination, and geomancy prevalent at
that time. Theories of shushu were regarded by people at that time as a vital knowledge system
and held significant social value. The “Biographies of Fangshu Practitioners” under the Official
Histories record various changes in fangshu, which were grounded in the theories of shushu.
The Supernatural features a multitude of points similar to those from the Official Histories
in their depiction of portents, anomalies, and fangshu. This feature determines that its textual
nature is by no means merely that of an ordinary zhiguai xiaoshuo intended for serving to amuse
the mind and please the eye; rather, it is a historical work that aligns in many respects with the
Official Histories. It should be fully recognized that relevant textual contents were associated
with the discourse on portents and anomalies—the then-dominant ruling ideology—as well as

the study of shushu, which was an integral part of the social knowledge system.
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3 Shifts in the Perception of Textual Nature of the Supernatural and the

Discourse on Portents and Anomalies as well as the Culture of Shushu
Marked by the “Treatises on Literature” under the Official Histories, the generic concept of
classical Chinese xiaoshuo 3.5 /Nt was recognized through three milestones: the “Treatise
on Literature” of the History of the Former Han Dynasty, the “Treatises on Classics” £:48%
Wi of the History of the Sui Dynasty, and the “Treatise on Literature” of the New History
of the Tang Dynasty #FE. By the early Northern Song period, a group of zhiguai books,
including the Supernatural, were reclassified from the Miscellaneous Biographies category
to the Xiaoshuo category in the “Treatises on Classics” of the History of the Sui Dynasty.
Researchers in ancient xiaoshuo generally regard this as a result of the evolution in the
conception of ancient xiaoshuo. In fact, behind the evolution was the shift in ideological
and cultural contexts upon which zhiguai narrative relied. The fact that scholars of the
Song Dynasty began to view the Supernatural as a zhiguai xiaoshuo was inseparable from
the development of the discourse on portents and anomalies, the culture of shushu, and
the narrative concepts and writing modes of the “Treatise on the Five Elements” under the
Official Histories.

From the pre-Qin period to the Tang Dynasty, there had been ideologies and schools
of thought that had questioned or denied the concept of “Resonance between Heaven and
Humanity” KA and the discourse on portents and anomalies. As early as the pre-
Qin period, Xunzi #jF, in his discourse on the relationship between Heaven and humanity,
championed the concept of the “Separation of Heaven and Humanity” K A2/}, a stance
completely antithetical to the concept “Resonance between the Heaven Humanity.” During
the Han Dynasty, Wang Chong E 75, in the Discourses Weighed in the Balance, also
explicitly voiced opposition to the concept of “Resonance between Heaven and Humanity”
and the discourse on portents and anomalies. In the Tang Dynasty, Liu Zongyuan #J15%7C and
Liu Yuxi XI|&#%; both upheld the concept of the “Separation of Heaven and Humanity” in
their works—“On Heaven” K% and “Discourse on Heaven” Kif, respectively. However,
while such ideologies and schools of thought exerted certain influences, they never posed
a substantial challenge to the discourse on portents and anomalies, which still maintained
its position as the mainstream ideology. Viewed under the social, ideological, and cultural
contexts back then, they undoubtedly were marginal, unorthodox views.

In the Song Dynasty, significant shifts took place in the concept of “Resonance between
Heaven and Humanity,” the discourse on portents and anomalies, and associated political
culture. “From the Wei-Jin period through the Sui and Tang dynasties, while the discourse on
portents and anomalies had varied influence on political culture over time, no fundamental
change occurred. After the Song Dynasty, the situation began to shift. In summary, the shifts
occurred mainly in three aspects: Firstly, the concept of ‘Resonance between Heaven and
Humanity’ was strongly questioned, and such a challenge gained widespread acceptance
among scholar-officials; secondly, the correlative theory of portents and responses = Jij

., which posited a mechanical correlation between portents, anomalies and human affairs,
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was largely refuted at the theoretical level; and finally, there was a shift in the subjects and
objects involved in the application of the discourse on portents and anomalies for ‘establishing
teachings through the divine way’ #iiH %% (Chen 2015, 259). Among others, the most
noticeable was a significant shift in the narrative mode for cases of portents and anomalies in
the “Treatise on the Five Elements” of the New History of the Tang Dynasty. For instance, it

was stated that:

Portents are those that affect physical objects and can be observed, such as floods, droughts,
and infestations of pests and locusts. Anomalies are cases where the reason behind them
cannot be known, such as solar eclipses, comets, and the strange omens of five fallen stones
A7 TR 11 and six birds® flying backward /N#%iB K. In the Spring and Autumn Annals,
Confucius recorded portents and anomalies but did not specify their corresponding cases;
this was indeed a sign of his caution. It was held that the Dao of Heaven is remote and does
not painstakingly admonish humans; yet when a man of noble character observes its shifts,
he understands them as Heaven’s warnings and responds with fear and self-reflection, and
nothing more. If one pushes for a correlation with human affairs, some cases align while
others do not; some are relevant while others are not. Non-alignments and irrelevancy will
lead a man of noble character to become remiss, assuming them to be coincidental and thus
losing his sense of awe. This was his profound intent. The sage was so prudent as to refrain
from speaking of it, yet later generations still devised convoluted concepts to recklessly
speculate on Heaven. This is why such views should not be spread. Therefore, in examining
the sequence of cases since the beginning of the Wude 37 reign and broadly following
the “Commentary of ‘Five Elements’ in the ‘Great Plan>” ¥t Ti 4744, I have recorded
portents and anomalies while omitting the correlation with human affairs. (Ouyang & Song
1975, 873)

Starting from the New History of the Tang Dynasty, the “Treatise on the Five Elements”
under the Official Histories only recorded cases of portents and anomalies, and no longer
documented their correlation with human affairs (You 2006, 1-7). This trend reached a point
when Zheng Qiao %{# explicitly denounced the discourse on portents and anomalies as
“a study that deceives Heaven” and commented on it as “utterly absurd” in his “Preface on

Portents and Auspicious Signs” K#{/F to the Comprehensive Record i it as follows:

Annotators on the “Great Plan” all claimed that Jizi Z£F based his clarification of the Five
Elements’ significance on the River Chart Ji[[4] and Luo Writing #+45. Liu Xiang was the
first to interpret such cases, and subsequent historians followed suit by compiling treatises.
They analyzed the changes in portents and auspicious signs in the realm and categorized
them under the categories of metal, wood, water, fire, and earth, and then forcibly paired
current events with good or ill fortune. This is what is called “a study that deceives
Heaven.” (Zheng 1995, 1905)
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Alas! Between Heaven and Earth, there are myriad kinds of portents and auspicious
signs, and human fortune or misfortune is obscured and unknowable. How can one take
the anomaly of a single insect or the disharmony of a single ¢gi and attribute each one to a

corresponding fortune or misfortune? That is utterly absurd! (Zheng 1995, 1906)

Now, in composing the “Summary of Portents and Auspicious Signs” Z £, 1 focus
exclusively on recording actual occurrences and excising the concept of correlation with

the Five Elements, thereby putting an end to such superstitions. (Zheng 1995, 1905)

In the New History of the Tang Dynasty, a state-compiled history, the critique and
questioning of the Han Confucian concept of the “Resonance between Heaven and
Humanity” and the discourse on portents and anomalies reflected the stance and attitude
of the mainstream official ideology of that period. During the revival of Confucianism and
the establishment of Neo-Confucianism in the Song Dynasty, representative figures such as
Wang Anshi % {7 and Sima Guang ] 555 held views fundamentally consistent with the
New History of the Tang Dynasty. For instance, Sima Guang’s “On Destiny” 5 states:

The Dao of Heaven is obscure and indistinct, seemingly present yet seemingly absent.
Although it reveals signs to people, it cannot be fully known. If it were not the most
divinely inspired being in the world, who else could attain this? Thus, the Sage’s teaching
is to govern human affairs rather than Heaven and to know the human order rather than the
Dao of Heaven. (Sima 2009, 242)

In the historical commentaries prefaced by “Your servant Guang says” Fi)¢H in the
Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government %¢J5# %L, he also reiterated his opposition
to the discourse on auspicious signs, portents, anomalies, and chart-based prophecies [€]ii.

Wang Anshi’s Commentary on the Great Plan 5% states:

Nowadays, some believe that if Heaven manifests such changes, it must be because we
have committed some corresponding offense that has brought them about; others believe
that portents and anomalies are merely the affairs of Heaven, having nothing to do with
us, and that we should only focus on cultivating human affairs. Following the former
view leads one to being obscured and timid, whereas following the latter view leads one
to being stubborn and negligent. Those who are neither obscured and timid nor stubborn
and negligent still regard heavenly changes with personal trepidation. They do not say that
a certain change in Heaven necessarily occurs because we have done a particular thing;
rather, they simply examine their own faults against the correct principles of the world.
This is also the intent of reflecting upon and employing various evidences /& iEiE. (Wang
1959, 695)
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The fact that cases of portents and anomalies were no longer conflated with human affairs
essentially represented that the rational spirit of Confucianism dismantled the political culture
affected by the discourse on portents and anomalies that was once prevalent for thousands
of years. In connection with this, the shushu learning, which was closely linked with the
discourse on portents and anomalies, was rejected and criticized by Song Confucian scholars
and thus marginalized from Neo-Confucianism. A large portion of shushu shifted away from
the ruling and scholar-official classes and gradually permeated the folk society.

The shifts in the discourse on portents and anomalies and the shushu learning provided
Song people with new ideological and cultural contexts for perceiving cases of portents and
anomalies, leading to a completely new understanding of the textual nature of historical
records documenting such cases. Such shifts may also be relevant to the reclassification in
the “Treatise on Literature” of the New History of the Tang Dynasty and several zhiguai
books, such as the Supernatural, from the Miscellaneous Biographies category within the
History division of the “Treatises on Classics” of the History of the Sui Dynasty to the
Xiaoshuo category within the Master division. Therefore, from the Song Dynasty onwards,
texts formerly considered part of the Official Histories, such as the accounts of portents,
anomalies, and shushu recorded in the Supernatural, lost their ideological and political-
cultural significance in official historiography and were instead more regarded as collections
of curiosities and anomalies meant to broaden the mind. The discourse on portents and
anomalies, shushu, and the narrative tradition of zhiguai under the Official Histories
constituted the most crucial ideological and cultural background for the development of
ancient zhiguai xiaoshuo. The evolution of the ancient perception regarding the textual
nature of the Supernatural serves as a typical case reflecting the overall shift in the historical
and cultural contexts that shaped the compilation, creation, reception, and dissemination of
zhiguai xiaoshuo. From the Wei-Jin to the early Song periods, the perception of the textual
nature of the Supernatural underwent a profound change. This demonstrates that restoring
our understanding of the textual nature of ancient xiaoshuo demands a full understanding of
the historical and cultural contexts concerned, which should never be viewed through a static
lens.

The study on the interaction between the perception of the textual nature of the
Supernatural and the discourse on portents and anomalies and the culture of shushu provides
certain insights for the research on classical Chinese xiaoshuo. Over the years, research on
classical Chinese xiaoshuo focused on ontological studies, such as textual bibliography, study
of specific works and their creation, and theoretical criticism but neglected in-depth study into
various socio-historical and cultural contexts as well as their evolution, which are directly
or indirectly related to the genres. For instance, the following aspects—ancient thoughts
and cultural knowledge systems, the literati group and its culture, the transcription, printing,
circulation, and publishing of books, the imperial examination system and public education,
cultural policies, and the prohibition and destruction of xiaoshuo—are all closely linked to

the development of classical Chinese xiaoshuo. To construct a history of the evolution of
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classical Chinese xiaoshuo, it is necessary to comprehensively reveal the socio-historical
and cultural contexts relevant to the genre’s ontological evolution, linking the internal
essence of the genre with historical and cultural contexts for an integrated study. Without a
comprehensive and systematic integration of the historical and cultural contexts into the study
on classical Chinese xiaoshuo, it is impossible to truly understand the developmental patterns,

historical processes, and specific causes in the history of classical Chinese xiaoshuo.
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