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Introduction 
In the second half of the 17th century, a Qing dynasty scholar named Pu Songling 
made a remarkable record of the strange and supernatural, called Liaozhai Zhiyi. 
Liaozhai was the name of his private study and, by extension, also a name given to the 
writer himself. Zhiyi literally means a record of the strange, or what we might call a 
cryptohistory. This record contains almost 500 accounts of everything unusual you 
can imagine – from supernatural figures such as gods and ghosts plus paranormal 
phenomena like poltergeists and possession through to anomalous incidents of human 
and animal behaviour or natural disasters like plagues and earthquakes. The accounts 
range from short reports of inexplicable events, sometimes just several lines long, to 
fantastic tales full of horror, humour, allegory and romance. Some of the accounts 
came from his own experience, some from his imagination, but most were collected 
from his contemporaries. We are told that he would set out tea for passers-by and in 
exchange ask them for their stories of the unusual. Thus we can say Liaozhai reflects 
not only Pu Songling’s obsession with the strange and unexplained but also the 
wonderful variety of ideas, lifestyles and traditions in the society around him. 

Pu Songling was born in Zichuan (now the city of Zibo in the eastern Chinese 
province of Shandong) in 1640, just four years before the collapse of the Ming 
dynasty and its replacement by the Qing regime. This was a period of war, rebellion 
and upheaval, which is reflected in many of the accounts in Liaozhai. Pu Songling’s 
own life was also difficult. Despite showing great intellectual promise as a youth, as 
an adult he continually failed in the imperial exams, the only route to an official career, 
and as a result spent almost his whole life as a lowly teacher. Instead of bringing him 
material success and official recognition, his deep knowledge of literature and history 
led him into a love of the arcane and a pursuit of the unexplained. The masterpiece for 
which he is now best remembered was not well-known during his lifetime, being 
circulated mostly among his friends and acquaintances. Only after his death was it 
widely distributed and appreciated, but it soon became a classic of Chinese literature 
and remains hugely popular and highly regarded to this day, inspiring numerous films 
and TV adaptations. 

Liaozhai follows in the footsteps of established literary genres. The format of the 
book consciously imitates that of serious histories, such as the Han dynasty Historical 
Records of Sima Qian, and continues the traditions of zhiguai (cryptohistories) and 
chuanqi (marvel tales) that had flourished in previous dynasties. The author’s preface 
mentions the writing of Gan Bao, a 4th-century historian who compiled an amazing 
collection of legends, omens, freaks of nature and supernatural phenomena titled 
Soushenji (Seeking the Supernatural), as well as Records of the Underworld, a similar 
5th-century collection. Pu Songling also name-checks a number of famous poets from 
the past who had shared his interest in the unearthly, from Qu Yuan, the first great 
poet of China, to Su Shi, an important poet and essayist of the Song dynasty. These 
influences are reflected in his writing, but although the preface to Liaozhai and the 
comments he attaches to some of the accounts abound with obscure literary references 
and display a formal classical style, the accounts themselves for the most part are 
written in a clear and concise way, refreshingly direct and unembroidered. 



Within China, Liaozhai is perhaps most popular for its stories of fox spirits. Foxes 
were believed to be supernatural shape-shifters that would particularly haunt deserted 
buildings and out-of-the-way places. They could take human form, often with a very 
attractive though foxy appearance. They might be benign, using magical powers to 
help those they befriended, or malicious, harming or even causing the death of those 
they seduced or beguiled. We can find examples in Liaozhai of poltergeists, sleep 
paralysis and terminal illness all being attributed to the influence of foxes. Actually, 
accounts of foxes only form a fraction of the collection, but even within this trope 
there is considerable variety, such as the ugly fox woman who uses gifts of gold to 
seduce materialistic men and then takes vicious revenge when spurned by her 
ungrateful lover, or a free-spirited fox girl whose frequent uninhibited laughter 
subverts the traditional ideals of feminine behaviour, friendly fox families that 
broad-minded scholars save from disaster or persecution, pretty fox youths that 
become pampered pleasure-boys for generals and high officials, foxes that torment 
and possess unfortunate housewives, and even alcoholic foxes that become drinking 
buddies with equally alcoholic scholars. 

Other than fox spirits, there are a range of supernatural figures mentioned in the 
accounts, including gods, ghosts, immortals, demons, monsters and homunculi. The 
Chinese pantheon consisted of a wide variety of deities, such as celestial gods, nature 
gods like river nymphs and mountain spirits, plus guardian deities like city gods and 
local land gods. Many gods and immortals would be people deified after their death 
because of their outstanding moral character or achievements. The combination of 
Buddhism and Taoism on top of other indigenous shamanic religions, folk beliefs and 
ancestor worship created this kaleidoscope of gods and an equally diverse collection 
of malevolent beings. Some of the monsters that turn up in Liaozhai are large and 
violent creatures, some are tiny humanoid figures barely three inches tall, and many 
of them are demons or animals that can take human form. The behaviour of these 
beings and the depiction of unearthly places like Heaven and Hell generally mirror 
human realities and society. For example, in Chinese belief the underworld had rulers, 
officials, cities and exams, just like in the human world. Ghost officers were sent by 
the king of the underworld to arrest the souls of the recently deceased and take them 
to Hell for judgment.  

Though Pu Songling’s writing seems to be mostly concerned with the supernatural, 
in fact it often becomes a platform for him to satirize society and government or 
express his dissatisfaction with certain social abuses or failings of official policies. As 
he puts it in his preface, Liaozhai is partly “a book of isolated indignation”. This 
alludes to an essay titled “Isolated Indignation” written by the philosopher Han Fei 
during the 3rd century BC, in which the philosopher rues the official corruption and 
incompetence that prevents a man of integrity from making his views known to a ruler. 
Thus, for example, an amusing account of a small-time salt smuggler who is co-opted 
to supervise the punishment of corrupt salt merchants and officials in Hell becomes an 
opportunity for Pu Songling to launch a lengthy denunciation of the local monopoly 
system operated by the major salt merchants and the local officials who permitted 
such unfair financial privileges. 



Like The Canterbury Tales or The Decameron, Liaozhai gives us a full and frank 
depiction of society at the time, sometimes too frank for the delicate tastes of foreign 
translators or Chinese editors, who in the past have often censored or glossed over 
various accounts or details, such as his report of a lonely housewife who has sex with 
the family dog. He often mentions forbidden love in all its forms, including same-sex 
relationships, prostitution and bestiality. Beyond that, his writing provides us with so 
many glimpses of the different social classes; the daily lives of scholars, merchants, 
women and monks; people’s pastimes and the common rituals and customs on special 
occasions such as weddings and festivals; and the various obstacles and injustices 
people faced, particularly the exams, the taxes and the corruption. Anyone wanting a 
good understanding and comprehensive knowledge of Chinese society, three hundred 
years ago and even today, would do well to read his work. 

Similar to today, exams were an important route to success in imperial China and 
many of the accounts involve poor scholars struggling to pass the exams that would 
define their careers. Those who passed the imperial exams at the local level could get 
financial support and privileges from the local authorities, while those who managed 
to be successful at the provincial or national level would be given government posts. 
Religion also appears regularly throughout Liaozhai, especially Taoism and mystical 
Taoist practices of self-cultivation, known as internal alchemy, aimed at producing an 
elixir of immortality. Likewise, Buddhism and Buddhist concepts of reincarnation and 
karma often feature in the accounts, and even in the author’s prologue, where Pu 
Songling reveals he may have been a monk in his previous existence. Confucian 
principles of virtue and propriety, such as filial piety and the correct ritual actions for 
displaying respect to parents, are another common theme. 

At the end of accounts that he finds particularly moving or instructive, Pu 
Songling appends his own remarks or verdict in the persona of ‘The Cryptohistorian’, 
a tongue-in-cheek imitation of ‘The Grand Historian’, Sima Qian. Sometimes these 
comments may offer his sympathy for the oppressed or unfortunate, such as poor 
scholars like himself whose talent the authorities or the rigid exam system fail to 
appreciate. Sometimes he expresses his anger with corrupt or irresponsible officials or 
shows his contempt for the vulgar and materialistic. He also has a nice line in insults – 
“boil-sucking hemorrhoid-lickers” as a term for flatterers is one of my favourites. 
Occasionally he includes an amusing anecdote from his own or his friends’ experience, 
such as the story of a wife who mistakes a dildo for a foodstuff and serves it up as a 
delicacy to her guests, or passes on a wise piece of advice or observation. Deng 
Xiaoping’s famous dictum that “it doesn’t matter whether a cat is black or white, as 
long as it catches mice” is taken directly from Pu Songling’s commentary at the end 
of an account on driving out monsters. 

Liaozhai is a breathtaking mix of literary brilliance, weirdness, wisdom, horror, 
humour and social commentary. In this translation I have tried to reflect the style and 
unique charm of the original work. My only hope is that more English speakers can 
enjoy these wonderful accounts as I and many generations of Chinese speakers have. 

 



Prologue: Liaozhai’s Own Accounti 
By mountain spirits draped in vines, the Master of the Three Clansii was moved and 
made lament; of ox-head ghouls and serpent gods, the Long-Clawed Ladiii sang and 
became obsessed. The music of heaveniv, being spontaneous, does not select pleasing 
sounds, but has its own reason for being. 

As for Songv, mine is the lonesome firefly’s flame, while ogres strive for the light; 
my eager pursuit of the swirling dust meets the ridicule of trolls. Lacking the talent of 
Gan Baovi, still I love to seek the supernatural; with a passion like Huangzhou’svii, my 
delight is for people’s talk of ghosts. Upon hearing it, I take up my pen, and so have 
created a compilation. Over time, colleagues from the four quarters have sent more by 
mail, and thus, as things gather where they are wanted, the collection has burgeoned. 

Indeed, affairs among civilized people may be stranger than in the country of 
cropped hairviii and right before our eyes more oddities than in the land of flying 
heads.ix My fascination quickens in its flight, a madness that in truth I can’t resist; 
forever pleading a broad mind, this folly I even don’t forbid. Aren’t serious people 
sure to chuckle at me? However, histories of Five Fathers Junctionx may be gleaned 
from unfounded hearsay, while the mystery of Three Lives Rockxi can awaken us to 
predetermined destiny. Unrestrained speech cannot entirely be rejected on account of 
the speakerxii. 

At the hour of Song’s nativityxiii, my late father dreamt a sick and lean Buddhist, 
partially unclothed, entered the chamber, a plaster round like a coin pasted on his 
breast. He awoke and Song was born with an inky birthmark that indeed tallied. 
What’s more, when young I was frail and often ill and in adulthood my fate has been 
malign. The bleakness of my household is as cheerless as a monk’s, the cultivation of 
my writing as fruitless as an alms bowl. Always I scratch my head and think to myself: 
could it be that one who faced the wallxiv was indeed my former incarnation? 
Because of some defect in my karmic seed, it didn’t bear the transcendental fruit, but 
drifted with the wind into degeneration, becoming a blossom in a cesspit. Mysterious 
are the six paths of transmigrationxv, but who can say they have no reason! 

Yet here, at midnight, the glimmering lamp dims almost down to the wick; in my 
bleak study the wind whistles and the table is cold as ice. Like gathering fox fur to 
fashion a coat, in vain I continue the records of the underworldxvi; downing a drink 
and holding my pen, I merely create a book of solitary indignationxvii. Sustaining 
myself in this way is sad enough! Alas! Shocked by the frost, the winter sparrow hugs 
the tree without warmth; alone with the moon, the autumn insect snuggles into the 
fence and heats itself. Those who know me, they are there among the green forests 
and dark frontiersxviii! 
 

Spring, 
the year jiwei of Kangxixix 

 
 
 



City God Exam 
My brother-in-law’s grandfather, the late Mr Song Tao, was a salaried county 
scholarxx. One day, as he was lying ill, he saw a government clerk approach, bearing 
an official summons and leading a white-browed horse, who announced, “You are 
requested to attend an examination.” 

Mr Song said, “The chief examinerxxi isn’t present. How can there suddenly be an 
examination?” 

The clerk wouldn’t say but urged him to hurry. Mr Song mounted the horse, 
despite his illness, and followed. The road was completely unfamiliar. They reached a 
walled city that was like a royal capital. After a short while, they entered a majestic 
and palatial government compound. Ten or more officials were seated in state, none of 
whom Mr Song recognized, except for Guan the Magnificentxxii. 

Two desks and stools were set out under the eaves. A scholar was already sitting at 
the far end, so Mr Song sat next to him. On each desk were writing materials. 
Presently a test paper came fluttering down. Looking at it, there were eight words, 
which read: “One man, two men; with intent, without intent.” When the two men had 
completed their essays, they were presented to those at the head of the hall. 

Part of Mr Song’s essay read: “Good done with intent, though good, should not be 
rewarded; evil done without intent, though evil, should not be punished.” All the gods 
passed it round and praised it endlessly. They summoned Mr Song to the front and 
instructed him, “Henan is short of a city godxxiii. You are fit for the position.” 

Only then did Mr Song understand and, kowtowing in tears, he said, “I’m 
humbled to receive such a gracious appointment. How could I dare decline? But my 
elderly mother is seventy and has no one to take care of her. Please allow me to see 
out her remaining days, then I shall be solely at your service.” 

One regal-looking god at once ordered the record of his mother’s lifespan to be 
checked. A clerk with a long beard held a volume, glanced through it once and 
reported, “She has nine years of life left.” 

While they hummed and hawed, Lord Guan said, “There’s no harm in asking 
Scholar Zhang to hold the seal of office for him for nine years until he can take over.” 
So Mr Song was told, “You ought to take up your post straightaway, but in order to 
promote benevolence and filial intentions, we shall give you leave for nine years, at 
the end of which you will be summoned again.” Then they gave the other scholar 
several words of encouragement. 

The two men kowtowed and withdrew. Taking Mr Song by the hand, the scholar 
saw him off through the city outskirts and introduced himself as Zhang from 
Changshan. His parting gift was a poem, the words of which have all been forgotten, 
except for the lines: “With flowers and wine, spring always remains; without candles 
or lamps, the night itself shines.” 

Having mounted, Mr Song bade farewell and left. When he arrived at his 
neighbourhood, he came to as if waking from a dream. At that time, he had already 
been dead for three days. His mother heard a moaning from the coffin, helped him out 
and half a day passed before he could speak. He asked about Changshan and there 
really was a Scholar Zhang who had died on the same day. 



Nine years later, his mother did indeed die. When the funeral arrangements were 
completed, he washed, went into his room and was no more. His parents-in-law, who 
lived within the west gate of the city, suddenly saw him on a steed with an engraved 
harness and vermilion bridle, followed by a large retinue of carriages and horses. He 
entered the hall, bowed once and went on his way. All were equally bewildered, not 
knowing he had become a god. Rushing to his home to make enquiries, they found he 
had already passed away. 

Mr Song himself wrote down a brief record, but sadly since the Chaosxxiv it no 
longer exists. This is just a summary. 
 
 

Man in the Ear 
Tan Jinxuan, a scholar of our county, sincerely believed in the art of Tao Yinxxv and 
wouldn’t stop in cold or hot weather. After practising for several months, he seemed 
to be making some gains. One day, just as he sat down to meditate, he heard a little 
voice in his ear like a fly that said, “I can appear.” 

When he opened his eyes, he heard nothing; but when he closed his eyes and 
controlled his breath, he heard it again just like before. He took it to mean his elixirxxvi 
was complete and he was quietly delighted. After that, every time he sat down to 
meditate, he would hear it. So he waited for the voice to speak again and planned to 
reply in order to observe it. 

One day it spoke again, so he replied in a whisper, “You can appear.” Soon he felt 
a tickling in his ear and it seemed an object came out. He gave a sly glance – it was a 
little man about three inches tall, as hideous as an ogre, spinning round on the floor. 
Silently amazed, he stared at it in rapt attention for a moment to watch what it did. 

Suddenly a neighbour wanting to borrow something knocked on the door and 
called out. Hearing this, the little man was thrown into a panic. He ran round and 
round the room, like a rat that had lost its hole. Tan completely lost his senses and 
when he came round didn’t know where the little man had gone. From then on he 
became insane and howled incessantly. After six months of treatment, he gradually 
began to recover. 
 

 
A Corpse Turns 

A certain old man of Yangxinxxvii was a native of Caidian, a village of that county. 
The village lies about two miles from the town, and he and his son opened a roadside 
inn there for travelling salesmen. A number of carters who transported goods back and 
forth often stayed at his home. 

One day at dusk, four men came in a group looking for a place to stay. However, 
the old man’s guestrooms were full. Having nowhere else to go, the four men begged 
him for accommodation. The old man racked his brains and thought of a place, but 
seemed afraid it wouldn’t be acceptable. The four said, “We’re just looking for a roof 
over our heads – we wouldn’t dream of being fussy.” 

At that time, the old man’s daughter-in-law had just died and the corpse was being 



kept in a hut. The son had gone to buy wood for the coffin and hadn’t yet returned. 
The house the old man was using to store the body was deserted, so he led the guests 
there along a lane. They entered the hut – a lamp was burning dimly on the table. A 
curtain hung behind the table, and a paper sheet covered the departed. They then 
inspected their sleeping place, which turned out to be a connecting room with a line of 
couches. 

The four guests were tired out from rushing around and as soon as their heads hit 
their pillows, they started to snore. Only one was still nodding off when he suddenly 
heard a rustling sound coming from the bier – his eyes flicked open and, by the light 
of the lamp before the dead body, he could see quite clearly: the woman’s corpse had 
lifted up the paper sheet. 

In a moment she was out of bed and slowly entering the guests’ room. Her face 
was a pale yellow, her forehead bound with raw silk. She bowed her face close to the 
beds and blew on the three sleeping guests one by one. Terrified, afraid that he was 
next, the guest stealthily pulled the quilt up over his head, held his breath and listened. 

Sure enough the woman soon came over and blew on him as she had on the others. 
He sensed that she had left the room then heard the sound of the paper sheet. Peeping 
out, he saw her lying stiff like before. Absolutely petrified, not daring to make a sound, 
he silently kicked the others; but they didn’t move a muscle. At his wits’ end, he 
decided to get dressed and flee. He’d just picked up his clothes when the rustling 
sound came again. The guest panicked, lay flat again and buried his head in the quilt. 
He felt the woman come once more, blow on him repeatedly then leave. 

Soon he heard the bier creak and knew that she had lain down again. So, slowly he 
stretched out his hand from the end of the quilt and grabbed his trousers, hurriedly 
pulled them on and rushed out barefoot. The corpse also got up, apparently to chase 
the guest. By the time she had parted the bed-curtain, the guest had already drawn the 
bolt and gone. The corpse sprinted after him. 

The guest screamed as he ran, but none of the villagers woke up. He thought about 
knocking on the landlord’s door, but fearing that there wasn’t enough time, looked 
instead for the road to town and fled along it as fast as he could. 

Reaching the eastern outskirts, he caught sight of a temple and heard the sound of 
chantingxxviii, so he banged desperately on the gate. The priest was badly startled and 
wouldn’t let him in at first. In an instant, the corpse was upon him, only a foot away. 
His predicament was dire. 

Outside the gate there was a white poplar about four or five feet around, so he 
used the tree as a barrier – if she came from the right, he went left; if she came from 
the left, he went right. The corpse got more and more angry, but gradually both of 
them tired. The corpse stopped and stood there. Sweating and panting, the guest 
sheltered against the tree. Suddenly the corpse flared up, stretched both her arms 
around the tree and threw herself at him. The guest toppled over in shock. The corpse 
clutched at him, missed, grabbed the tree and went stiff. 

The priest had been secretly listening for some time, and when the sound stopped, 
he tentatively came out to find the guest lying on the ground. By candlelight he 
seemed dead, but his chest still showed traces of movement. The priest carried him 



inside and when morning came he revived. The priest gave him some hot water to 
drink then questioned him, and the guest described everything to him. By this time, 
the morning bells had already chimed and the dawn sky was brightening, so the priest 
looked at the tree and saw there really was a woman stiff upon it. Astounded, he 
notified the county warden. 

The warden came in person to investigate. He ordered his men to pull out the 
woman’s hands, but they were stuck fast. Carefully examining them, he found her 
four fingers on both left and right hands bent like hooks, the fingernails sunk into the 
tree. Again several men pulled hard and this time managed to drag her down. They 
saw the finger marks were like chisel holes. 

A runner was dispatched to the old man’s house, which was in absolute uproar due 
to the missing corpse and the dead guests. The runner informed them what had 
happened. The old man immediately went with him to carry the corpse back. 

The guest told the warden in tears, “Four of us set out, now only one returns – 
how will anyone in the village believe this?” 

The warden gave him a certificate and sent him home with money for his 
expenses. 
 
 

Sprinkling Water 
At the time that Mr Song Yushuxxix of Laiyang became a government official, he 
rented a mansion that was badly run-down. One night, two maids waiting upon Mr 
Song’s mother were sleeping in the hall when they heard a pattering sound from the 
courtyard like a dressmaker sprinkling water. 

Her ladyship told the maids to get up, make a hole in the window paper and look 
out. They saw an old woman, short of stature and hunchbacked, with white hair like a 
broom coiled up about two feet high. She was circling the yard, in her hurry taking 
crane-like strides, and at the same time spitting water out non-stop. 

The astonished maids went back to report. Her ladyship was also amazed, and the 
two maids helped her to the window for a look. Suddenly the old woman closed in on 
the window and spat through the lattice-work; the window paper split open, the three 
all fell prone and the others in the house knew nothing about it. 

As soon as the sun rose in the east, the household gathered and knocked on the 
door, but, receiving no response, became alarmed. Prising open the door and entering, 
they saw the mistress and her two maids lying stiff side by side in the same room. One 
maid’s chest was still warm, so they propped her up and poured water on her – after a 
short while she revived and related what she’d seen. 

When Mr Song came, he was devastated. Making a thorough search for the old 
woman’s hiding place, they dug down more than three feet, eventually revealing some 
white hair. Digging further, they discovered a corpse that fitted the description, the 
flesh on the face puffed up like a living person’s. 

Ordered to strike it, they found the bones and flesh had rotted away and 
underneath the skin was only water. 
 



Pupils Talk 
Fang Dong, a gentleman of Chang’an, was well-known for his literary talent, but 
lewdly ignored good manners. Whenever he saw a girl out travelling along country 
lanes, he would wantonly follow her. The day before Qingmingxxx, he happened to be 
walking in the outskirts of the city. He saw a small carriage with vermilion curtains 
and an embroidered canopy. A train of black-clothed servant girls was riding slowly 
behind. One of the girls, on a small horse, was particularly attractive. 

Edging closer for a look, he saw the canopy was wide open, and sitting inside a 
sixteen-year-old girl in gorgeous red clothes, the most striking beauty he’d seen in his 
whole life. Dazzled and distracted, he was overcome by lust. Sometimes in front and 
sometimes behind, he gave chase for a mile or more. Suddenly he heard the young 
lady call her servant up to the carriage, and say, “Let the curtain down for me. There’s 
some maniac who keeps coming and gawping at me!” 

So the servant girl let down the curtain, turned to Fang in a rage and said, “This is 
the bride of Master Seven of Lotus Cityxxxi visiting her parents, not some peasant girl 
that scholars can freely leer at!” When she’d finished, she scooped up some wheel 
dust and flung it at him. 

Fang couldn’t open his eyes for the dust. After he’d wiped them, he looked up, but 
the carriage and horses were already out of sight. Bewildered, he went back. His eyes 
still felt uncomfortable, so he asked a man to examine under the eyelids – in fact, 
there were small cataracts growing on his eyeballs. During the night the pain 
worsened and tears constantly streamed down. The cataracts gradually expanded and 
after several days were as thick as coins; the right eye began to screw up and no 
medicine proved effective. Depressed and in despair, he genuinely repented. 

He heard that the Golden Light Sutraxxxii could dispel disaster. Getting hold of a 
copy, he engaged someone to teach him to recite it. At first the irritation only 
increased, but after a while it slowly settled down. Whenever he was free, all he 
would do was sit cross-legged, hold his rosary and recite. He kept this up for a year 
and all his carnal thoughts were purified. Suddenly he heard a small voice in his left 
eye like a fly, which said, “This pitch-blackness is utterly intolerable!” 

A reply came from inside his right eye, “We could go for a short stroll together 
and get out of this stuffiness.” 

Gradually he felt a wriggling in his nostrils that tickled him, and it seemed that 
some objects came down and out of his nose. After a long time they returned and 
came back up his nose and into his eye sockets. Then they said, “Quite a while we 
haven’t seen the pavilion – the pearl orchids will soon be all withered up!” 

Fang Dong had always loved fragrant orchids and had planted many in his garden, 
which he himself watered frequently. Since he lost his sight, he had long neglected 
them. Suddenly hearing these words, he asked his wife abruptly, “Why have you let 
the orchids wither up and die?” 

His wife challenged him how he knew that, so he told her. She hurried to check, 
and in fact the flowers had faded. She was amazed. Silently lying in wait in the room, 
she saw coming out from her husband’s nose two small men no bigger than beans, 
who buzzed right out of the door, getting further away until they were out of sight. 



Soon, arm in arm they returned, flew up to his face and plunged like winged ants into 
the nostrils. This went on for two or three days. Then he heard the left voice say, “The 
tunnel’s too roundabout – coming and going is really inconvenient. It’s not as good as 
opening our own doors.” 

The right replied, “My wall’s so thick. It’s really not easy.” 
The left said, “I’ll try and pierce mine, then we can be together.” Following that, 

he felt something like a scratching in his left eye socket. 
After a short while, when he opened his eye, he could see the objects on the table 

through a slit. Overjoyed, he told his wife. She examined him, and in fact a small hole 
had pierced the membrane, with a black eyeball twinkling through, just like a split 
peppercorn. After one night, the cataract had completely disappeared. Looking 
carefully, they found the pupils together, but the right eye was still screwed up, so 
they knew the two pupils would coexist in one eye socket. 

Although Fang was blind in one eye, still compared to people with two eyes, he 
could really see more clearly. From then on he was more self-restrained and in his 
hometown he was praised as being highly virtuous. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: In my hometown there was a scholar in the street with two 
friends. Ahead of them in the distance he saw a young woman out leading a donkey, 
and for fun he shouted, “Lo, a maiden fair!”xxxiii Turning to his two pals, he said, 
“Chase her!” Laughing, they all galloped after her. They soon caught up with her, and 
it turned out to be his daughter-in-law. Ashamed and crestfallen, he went completely 
silent. His friends pretended not to know and rated her most indecently. Blushing, the 
scholar mumbled, “This is my eldest son’s wife.” The others secretly laughed at him 
and stopped. 

Philanderers more often than not humiliate themselves, which is very funny. As 
for being blinded by dust in their eyes, that’s also the merciless revenge of the spirits. 
I don’t know what deity the Lord of Lotus City is, but he’s hardly a living Buddha, is 
he? However, seeing as the little men opened their door, though the spirit was cruel, 
still he was good enough to let the man turn over a new leaf! 
 
 

The Mural 
Meng Longtan of Jiangxi was staying in the capital with a Master of Lettersxxxiv 
named Zhu. They happened upon a monastery with a shrine-hall and meditation 
rooms, none of which were very spacious. Just one old monk was lodging within. 
Seeing the visitors enter, he straightened his robes and came out to meet them, then 
took them for a look around. 

In the hall there was a statue of Zen Master Baozhixxxv. On both side walls were 
exquisite murals with truly lifelike figures. On the east wall was a painting of “The 
Heavenly Maidens Scattering Flowers”, including one maiden with loose hair, who 
was toying with a flower and smiling, her cherry lips poised to move, her glances 
stirring. 

Zhu gazed for a long time, unaware that his mind was drifting into nothing, 



becoming lost in a trance. Suddenly his body was transported as if riding on mist, 
right into the wall. He saw ring upon ring of palaces and pavilions far beyond this 
world. An old monk was delivering a sermon on a platform, surrounded by a huge 
audience, all draped in Buddhist robes. Zhu mingled in amongst them. 

After a moment, someone seemed to be tugging furtively at his sleeve. He turned 
to look – it was the maiden with loose hair. She walked away with an inviting smile 
and Zhu followed her at once. Passing by a winding balustrade, she entered a small 
chamber. Zhu hung back, not daring to approach. 

The girl turned her head and raised the flower in her hand, beckoning to him from 
a distance. At that, he rushed over to her. The room was empty with no one else there. 
He swiftly embraced her and, as she didn’t object, proceeded to make love to her. 
When they were done, she closed the door and left, urging him not even to cough. 
That night she came again, and so it went for two days. 

The girl’s companions sensed what was happening and together searched until 
they found the scholar. “A little man is already growing in your belly,” they teased the 
girl. “How come you still have long hair like a virgin?” 

They all held out hairpins and earrings, and forced her to put her hair up in a coil. 
The girl kept bashfully silent. One of the maidens said, “Sisters, if we stay too long, 
I’m afraid someone won’t be happy.” The group left, laughing. 

The scholar looked at the girl – with her tresses coiled up high and dangling down 
in ringlets, she was even more stunning than when her hair was loose. Looking around 
to check no one was there, they sank into debauchery. Her musky fragrance drove him 
wild and sent him into ecstasy. 

Suddenly they heard the heavy clatter of leather boots and the clanging of chains 
and fetters, followed by a clamour of quarrelling voices. The girl jumped up in alarm 
and peeked outside with the scholar. They saw an officer in golden armour, his face as 
black as pitch, wielding chains and a bludgeon, all the maidens gathered around him. 
The officer was saying, “All present?” 

The maidens replied, “All present.” 
The officer said, “If anyone’s concealing a mortal, turn them in now and don’t 

bring trouble on yourselves.” 
Again they said in unison, “No one is.” 
The officer swivelled round and stared like a hawk, evidently intending to make a 

search. Terrified, her face ashen, the girl said to Zhu desperately, “Quick, hide under 
the bed.” Then she opened a small door in the wall and abruptly escaped. 

Zhu lay on the floor, hardly daring to breathe. Soon he heard the sound of boots 
entering the room then leaving again. Before long the din receded and he became a 
little calmer. However, there were still voices discussing the affair outside the door. 
Zhu cringed there for so long that he felt a ringing in his ears and a burning in his eyes. 
He couldn’t bear it any longer, but all he could do was listen quietly and wait for the 
girl to return. He couldn’t even remember where he had come from. 

Meanwhile, in the hall, Meng Longtan, puzzled by Zhu’s sudden disappearance, 
asked where he was. The monk said with a laugh, “He’s gone to listen to a sermon.” 

“Where?” demanded Meng. 



“Not far,” said the monk. A moment later he tapped on the wall and called out, 
“Benefactor Zhu! Why are you taking so long?” 

Soon an image of Zhu appeared in the mural, standing still, his ear cocked, as if 
listening carefully. Again the monk called, “Your travel companion has been waiting a 
long time.” At that, Zhu floated down from the wall and stood there numbly, his eyes 
glazed, his legs unsteady. 

Astounded, Meng slowly questioned him – while he was lying there under the bed, 
Zhu had heard a thunderous knocking, so he had come out of the room to listen. 
Together they scrutinized the flower maiden – her hair was no longer hanging loose 
but was coiled up high on her head. 

Zhu bowed in shock before the old monk and asked him how it had happened. The 
monk laughed and said, “Illusions spring from the human mind – how could a poor 
monk explain it?” 

Zhu was demoralized and deflated, Meng staggered and struck dumb. They rose at 
once, descended the stairway and left. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: “Illusions spring from the human mind” – those words 
make sense. From a wanton mind spring indecent thoughts; from an indecent mind a 
state of fear. Buddha made it clear for the ignorant that all the creations of illusion are 
merely the movements of the human mind. The old monk did his best, but sadly 
there’s no sign that they were enlightened by his words and became hermits in the 
mountains. 
 

 
Mountain Bogeyxxxvi 

Sun Taibai once said: His great-grandfather studied at Willow Ditch Temple on South 
Mountainxxxvii. He returned home during the wheat harvest season for ten days before 
going back. Opening his study door, he found the table covered in dust and the 
windows full of cobwebs. He ordered his servants to clean the room and by evening 
he felt it was clean and tidy enough to sit in. 

So he dusted down the bunk and laid out the bedding, bolted the door and rested 
his head – the moonlight was already shining in the window. He tossed and turned for 
a while – everything was dead silent. All at once he heard the wind moan loudly and 
the temple gate suddenly creaked. Silently he told himself the monks had forgotten to 
bolt it. 

As he concentrated his mind, the sound of the wind gradually approached the 
living quarters, and presently the outer door opened. He was mystified by this, but 
before he could compose his thoughts, the sound had already entered the house. Then 
there was a sound of boots clanking along, gradually getting nearer the bedroom door. 
His heart began to pound. 

Soon the bedroom door opened. Frantically looking up, he saw a great bogey 
bending down to squeeze its way in and suddenly standing by the bed, its head almost 
level with the roofbeams. Its face was the colour of a crow’s coat. Eyes flashing, it 
glared around the room. Its huge basin-like mouth was open, showing scattered teeth 



three inches long. As its tongue waggled in its throat, making a hullabaloo, the noise 
echoed around the room. 

Sun’s great-grandfather was terrified. Then he thought, as the bogey was so close, 
there was no place to hide, thus he’d better attack it. So, secretly drawing out a sword 
from under his pillow, he suddenly pulled it free and hacked at the monster. He hit its 
belly, producing a sound like a stone drum. The bogey was furious and stretched out 
its huge claws to seize him. He recoiled slightly. The monster grabbed at his quilt, 
seized it and left in a rage. He fell along with the quilt and lay on the ground, howling. 

The servants hurried there together holding torches and found the door closed as 
before. One by one entering through the window, they saw what state he was in and 
were astounded. They dragged him up onto the bed and then he told them what had 
happened. They all investigated and found the quilt stuck in the crack of the bedroom 
door. Checking the door in the torchlight, they saw clawmarks like winnowing pans, 
with the door pierced in five places. 

When it was light, he didn’t dare to stay any longer, but strapped on his satchel 
and went home. Later, when the monks were asked, they reported no further strange 
happenings. 

 
 

Man Bites Ghost 
Shen Linsheng states: His friend, a certain old man, was napping in summer. In his 
drowsy state, he saw a woman enter through the screen dressed in coarse hempen 
mourning garmentsxxxviii with a white cloth wrapped around her head and proceed 
towards the inner rooms. He guessed it was a neighbour visiting his wife; then he 
reconsidered, why would she wear mourning clothes to enter another’s house? 

Just as he was becoming alarmed, the woman came out. Scrutinizing her, he saw 
she was probably about thirty, but her face was sallow and swollen and her features 
shrivelled into a frightful expression. She still hesitated there, not leaving but slowly 
approaching his sleeping couch, so he pretended to be asleep and watched to see what 
would happen. 

Soon, the woman hitched up her clothes and climbed on the bed, pressing down 
on his stomach – it felt like a tonne. Though his mind was quite clear, when he tried to 
raise his hands, they seemed to be tied; when he tried to lift his feet, they seemed to be 
paralysed. In a panic he attempted to cry for help, but he couldn’t make any sound. 

The woman smelt the old man’s face with her mouth – his cheekbones, nose, 
eyebrows, forehead, practically everywhere. Her lips felt as cold as ice and her 
freezing breath penetrated his bones. 

In his desperation, the old man came up with a plan: wait until she smelt his lower 
face then bite her at once. Soon she did indeed reach his chin. He seized the chance to 
clamp onto her cheekbone, sinking his teeth into her flesh. The woman recoiled from 
him in agony, screeching as she struggled. The old man clamped down harder. All he 
felt was a bloody liquid flowing from the cheekbone, soaking a patch on the pillow. 

As they were locked in stalemate, he suddenly heard his wife’s voice outside in 
the yard and he frantically cried out that there was a ghost. The moment she was 



released, the woman floated swiftly away. The wife rushed in but, seeing nothing, 
laughed at him for being frightened by a bad dream. 

The old man described the strange event, and said there was blood to prove it. 
Together they checked and found a liquid like a leak from the roof that had drenched 
the pillowcase. Bending down to smell it, they found it had an unusual stench. The old 
man promptly vomited severely. After several days, he still had a trace of the stench in 
his mouth. 

 
 

To Catch a Fox 
Old Mr. Sun is the uncle of my distant in-law. He’s always been brave. One day, when 
he was napping at noon, there seemed to be something climbing on the bed, then he 
felt his body rocking like he was riding the clouds. He silently wondered if it could be 
a mare-foxxxxix. 

He peeked at it briefly and the creature was as big as a cat, with brown fur and a 
jade-green snout. It was coming up from beside his feet, wriggling along on its belly, 
as if scared of waking old Sun. It hesitated by his side, and as it touched his feet, his 
feet went numb; as it touched his thighs, his thighs went soft. 

When it reached his belly, old Sun suddenly sat up and grabbed it, holding it by 
the neck. The creature cried in panic, but couldn’t get free. Old Sun urgently shouted 
for his wife and used a belt to bind its waist. Then, holding both ends of the belt, he 
laughed, “I’ve heard your sort can transform. Now I’ve got you in my sight, let’s see 
how you transform yourself.” 

As he spoke, the creature suddenly shrank its belly as thin as a pipe and almost 
escaped. Astounded, old Sun frantically pulled the belt tight, then it swelled its belly 
as thick as a basin and so solid it couldn’t be squeezed. When he relaxed his grip a 
little, it shrank again. 

Old Sun was afraid it would escape and he ordered his wife to quickly kill it. The 
wife looked all around in a fluster, not knowing where the knife was. Old Sun glanced 
to the left to show her where it was. As soon as he turned his head, the belt in his hand 
was just like a ring and the creature had already disappeared. 
 
 

Monster in the Buckwheat 
Old Mr. An of Changshan by nature enjoyed doing farm work. When the buckwheat 
was ripe in autumn, he cut it and stacked it beside the field. At that time there were 
grain-thieves around the village, so he ordered his tenants to transport it to the 
threshing ground by moonlight. While it was being loaded and brought back, he 
himself stayed to guard it. So he lay outside with a spear at the ready. 

His eyes were half-closed when he suddenly heard someone trampling on the 
buckwheat stalks, making a racket. He guessed it was bandits. Quickly raising his 
head, he saw a great demon more than ten feet tall, with red hair and a wild beard, 
already up close to him. He was terrified. With no time to think, he leapt up abruptly 
and stabbed it violently. The demon roared like thunder and left. 



Afraid it would come back, he carried his spear home. Meeting the tenants on the 
way, he told them what he had seen and warned them not to go. They didn’t 
completely believe him. The next day, while drying the wheat on the threshing ground, 
they suddenly heard a sound in the sky. Old An said in alarm, “The demon’s coming!” 
Then he ran off and the others ran off too. 

After a short while, they gathered together again and the old man ordered them to 
lay out a lot of bows and crossbows to be ready for it. The next day it did indeed come 
again. They let loose many arrows at once – the creature was frightened and fled. For 
two or three days after that it didn’t come again. 

When the wheat had been gathered in the granary, the grain stalks were scattered 
everywhere, so the old man ordered them to be stacked up in a pile and he himself 
climbed up to trample it down firm, as high as several feet. Suddenly he gazed in the 
distance and shouted in alarm, “The demon’s here!” 

They all hurriedly looked for their bows and arrows, but the creature had already 
headed straight for old An. The old man lay flat, but it bit his forehead and left. 
Together they mounted the stack to inspect him – there was a chunk out of his 
forehead like a fist and he had already lost consciousness. They carried him to his 
house, where he died. 

Afterwards it wasn’t seen again. It’s unknown what monster it was. 
 

 
Resident Devils 

Lord Li of Changshan was nephew of the Minister of Punishmentsxl. His residence 
abounds in the strange and demonic. He once saw a spring bench in his mansion that 
was flesh-red and unusually smooth. As he possessed no such item, Li went close to 
feel it – it sank under his touch, soft almost like flesh. Frightened, he immediately ran 
off. Turning to look back, he saw its four legs moving, carrying it into the wall. He 
also saw a white staff resting against the wall that was long and lustrous. He went up 
to hold it – it fell greasily, rolled slowly into the wall and after a moment was gone. 

In the seventeenth year of Kangxi [1678 AD], a scholar, Wang Junsheng, set up a 
private school in Li’s home. At dusk, when the lamps had just been lit, Wang was 
lying on the bed, his shoes still on. Suddenly he saw a small man, about three inches 
tall, enter from outside. He made a brief circle and promptly left again. 

After a short while, he carried in two small stools and set them up in the middle of 
the hall – they were just like the ones children make from sorghum stalks. After 
another moment, two small men entered bearing a coffin about four inches long and 
put it down on the stools. 

They were still arranging the coffin when a woman led a number of male and 
female servants in, all as tiny as the earlier ones. The woman was in mourning clothes, 
a linen thread tied round her waist, a cloth swathing her head. Covering her mouth 
with her sleeve, she sobbed away, making a sound like a giant fly. 

Wang watched out of the corners of his eyes for quite some time, his hair standing 
on end, as if his body were frostbitten. Then he shouted out and tried to run, but fell 
from the bed and lay trembling, unable to get up. The people in the school heard the 



noise and gathered, but the beings in the hall had disappeared. 
 
 

Sixth-Son Wang 
Xu, a fisherman, lived in the northern outskirts of Zichuan. Every night he took some 
wine to the river to drink while he fished. As he drank, he would pour a libation on the 
ground, toasting, “For the ghosts of those drowned in the river.” This became his habit. 
When other fishermen failed to catch anything, Xu alone would have a full creel. 

One evening, as he was supping by himself, a young man came up and lingered at 
his side. Xu invited him to drink and he accepted the invitation with pleasure. 
Subsequently, the whole night Xu failed to catch a single fish, leaving him rather 
disappointed. The youth rose, saying, “Let me go downstream and drive them up for 
you.” Then he floated off. Soon he returned and said, “Fish are coming in droves.” 
Sure enough, they heard the sound of splashing. 

Xu raised his net to find he had caught several, each a full foot long. Overjoyed, 
he thanked the young man. Turning to go home, he presented the fish to the youth, 
who refused them, saying, “Having enjoyed your fine wine so many times, how could 
I expect a reward? If you don’t mind, I hope we can do this more often.” 

Xu said, “We’ve only spent one evening together – why do you say ‘so many 
times’? If you want to keep coming, you’re certainly always more than welcome. But 
I’m afraid I’ve nothing to show my appreciation.” 

Asked his name, the youth said, “My family name’s Wang, no courtesy namexli – 
when we meet you can call me Sixth-Son Wang.” And so they parted. 

The next day, Xu sold the fish for a good profit and bought some wine. In the 
evening, when he arrived at the riverbank, the youth was already there, so they drank 
happily together. They drank several rounds then he drove the fish up for Xu. 

It was like that for half a year. Suddenly he told Xu, “It’s been my pleasure to 
know you, and we’re closer than flesh and blood. However, the time has come for us 
to part.” His voice was utterly miserable. 

Shocked, Xu asked why. 
Beginning to speak and stopping several times, at last he said, “We two are such 

good friends, perhaps you won’t be frightened by my words? Now we must part, 
there’s no harm in telling you frankly: I’m actually a ghost. I have a weakness for 
wine – I drowned when I was drunk and have been here for several years. Before, 
when you caught more fish than anyone else, it was always me secretly driving them 
up to repay you for your offerings. Tomorrow my purgatory is over, there’ll be a 
replacement for me, and I’ll go to be reborn. We only have this evening together, so I 
can’t help being emotional.” 

At first Xu was petrified; but as they had long been intimate friends, he soon 
overcame his terror. And so, also sighing, he poured a drink and said, “Sixth-Son, 
drink this, and don’t be sad. Parting so soon after we’ve met is reason enough for 
sorrow. But if your purgatory is over, that’s truly a cause for celebration, not for 
sorrow.” And so they drank their fill. 

Then he asked, “Who is your replacement?” 



Wang said, “You can watch from the riverbank – at noon a woman will cross the 
river and drown. It’s her.” Hearing the village cocks already crowing, they parted in 
tears. 

The next day, Xu waited specially at the riverside to observe the strange event. 
Sure enough a woman came carrying a baby, reached the river and fell in. The baby, 
tossed onto the bank, flailed its arms and legs and cried. The woman sank and 
resurfaced repeatedly then suddenly clambered dripping wet out of the river and onto 
the bank. She lay on the ground for a short while then left with the child in her arms. 

While the woman was drowning, Xu really couldn’t bear it and wanted to rush 
and save her. But remembering that this was Sixth-Son’s replacement, he stopped 
himself from helping. When the woman pulled herself out, he wondered why the 
prediction had not come true. 

That evening, as he fished in the old spot, the young man came again, saying, 
“Today we can be together again and needn’t say goodbye.” 

Xu asked him why. He said, “The woman had already taken my place, but I pitied 
the baby in her arms. To replace the one of me meant destroying two lives, so I gave it 
up. I don’t know when there’ll be another replacement. Perhaps it’s our destiny not to 
part yet!” 

Xu sighed with feeling, and said, “Such benevolent intentions could move 
Heaven.” From then on, they got together as before. 

After several days, Sixth-Son again came to say goodbye. Xu wondered if there 
was another replacement for him, but he said, “No. The compassionate thought I had 
did in fact reach Heaven. Now I’ve been rewarded with the position of local godxlii of 
Wu Town in Zhaoyuan Countyxliii, and tomorrow I’ll take up my post. If you don’t 
forget our friendship, then go and pay me a visit – don’t fear the distance.” 

Xu congratulated him, “When an honest man becomes a god, it’s such a comfort 
for the people. But men and gods live in different worlds – even if I don’t fear the 
distance, how can we meet again?” 

The young man said, “Just go – don’t worry.” And urging him again and again, he 
left. 

Xu went home and at once started to make preparations for heading east. His wife 
mocked, “You’ll go a hundred miles from here, and even if there is such a place, I 
don’t think a clay idol can talk to you.” 

Xu didn’t listen, and eventually reached Zhaoyuan. He asked the locals and there 
was indeed a Wu Town. Having found the place, he took a room in an inn and asked 
where the temple was. The owner said in surprise, “Your name wouldn’t be Xu, would 
it?” 

Xu said, “It is. How did you know?” 
Again the owner asked, “Your hometown wouldn’t be Zichuan, would it?” 
“It is. How did you know?” 
The owner didn’t reply but left hastily. In a moment, people came in a clutter, men 

carrying their children, women peeping through the door, all closing round him in a 
wall. Xu was bewildered. Then they told him, “Several nights ago in our dreams, our 
god said: ‘A friend called Xu from Zichuan will come here soon – you can help him 



with his travelling expenses.’ We’ve been eagerly expecting you ever since.” 
Also amazed by this, Xu went straight to the temple to make his offerings, and 

prayed, “Since we parted, night and day you’ve never left my mind, so I’ve come all 
this way to keep our appointment. Then for you to notify the locals in their dreams 
really makes me proud. I’m sorry I’ve got no expensive gifts, just a cask of wine. If 
you don’t object, we can drink as we did by the river.” 

His prayer concluded, he burnt some sacrificial moneyxliv. Soon he felt a wind rise 
behind the altar, swirl about for a while then dissipate. That night, the young man 
appeared in his dreams, immaculately dressed, quite different to before. He thanked 
Xu, saying, “You’ve come a long way to see me – it moves me to tears. But my 
position is trivial and we can’t meet face to face. To be so near and yet so far apart is 
really hard to take. The locals have some little gifts just for the sake of our old 
friendship. When it’s time for you to go home, I’ll see you off.” 

After staying for several days, Xu decided to go home. Everyone was eager to 
keep him there, and each day several different families invited him to stay. However, 
Xu was determined to leave. So they all brought big bundles and vied in sending him 
parting gifts. Before the morning was out, his bags were stuffed with presents. 

The old and the young gathered to see him off from the village. All of a sudden a 
whirlwind sprang up and accompanied him three or four miles. At that point, Xu 
bowed down and said, “Sixth-Son, take care! Don’t trouble yourself to come too far. 
You’re so kind-hearted, you can bring this place blessings – you don’t need an old 
friend’s advice.” 

The wind lingered for a while then left. The villagers all went back, amazed. Back 
home, Xu’s family became a little richer and he no longer went to fish. Afterwards, 
when he saw Zhaoyuan folk and asked them, they said Sixth-Son’s spirit always 
answered their prayers. 

Some claim this was in Stone Pit Village of Zhang Qiu. It’s not known which is 
correct. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: To reach the clouds but not forget the poor and lowly, that’s 
what makes a god. Nowadays how many officials in their carriages still acknowledge 
an acquaintance in a peasant’s hat? 

There was a backwoodsman in my hometown whose family was extremely poor. 
He had a childhood friend who held a lucrative position. He thought if he looked for 
him, he would be bound to help out. He put everything into getting ready and hurried 
hundreds of miles, simply to have his hopes dashed. Only when he’d emptied his 
wallet and sold his steed did he get home. 

A younger brother of his clan was very witty and wrote a “Monthly Ordinance”xlv 
to make fun of him. It went: 

In this month, 
My brother comes, 

Fur hat gone, 
Umbrella that won’t open, 

Horse transformed into an ass, 



Boots no longer vocal. 
 

Reading this can make you laugh. 
 

 
To Pinch a Peach 

As a boy, I happened to go to the district seat for my exams at Spring Festival. There 
is an old custom: the day before the festival, all the various guilds of traders will make 
colourful pavilions and join a musical procession to the government offices, called the 
“Spring Parade”. I followed my friends to watch the fun. 

That day there was a wall of sightseers. In the hall four officials were seated, all in 
red robes, facing each other east and west. I was still young then, so I didn’t know 
what officials they were. All I could hear was a cacophony of voices and musical 
instruments. 

Suddenly there was a man, leading a long-haired child and carrying a load, who 
came forward and seemed to have something to say. His words were drowned under 
the tide of so many voices, so I didn’t hear what he said. However, I saw the men in 
the hall laughing. 

A man in black promptly appeared and in a loud voice demanded he give a 
performance. The man accepted the command and, as he rose, asked, “What sort of 
performance?” 

The officials in the hall conferred. The clerk passed on their wishes, asking him 
what he could do. The man replied, “I can conjure living things.” 

The clerk told the officials this. After a few moments he returned and ordered the 
man to produce a peach. The magician agreed, removed his shirt and placed it on his 
trunk, making a show of resentment. “These officials are totally clueless!” he said. 
“The ice hasn’t melted yet, so where am I supposed to find a peach? But if I don’t get 
one, I’m afraid their lordships will be angry. What now?” 

His son said, “You’ve agreed to it now, dad, so how can you get out of it?” 
The magician was sunk in gloom for quite a while, then said, “I’ve thought it all 

through. In early spring, with snow still on the ground, where in the world could I 
look? The only place that might have some is the garden of paradisexlvi, where the 
fruit is ripe all year round. We’ll have to pinch one from Heaven – that’s all we can 
do.” 

“Oh, really?” said the son. “Does Heaven have steps we can climb?” 
“I have a way,” said the magician. Then, opening the trunk, he took out a coil of 

rope several hundred feet long, held one end and cast it up into the air. The rope 
immediately dangled there in midair, as if it was hanging on something. Soon he had 
cast the rope higher and higher, up into the clouds. 

When the rope in his hand was all played out, he called to his boy, “Come here, 
son! I’m old and weak, and heavy too – I can’t make it. I need you to go.” So he 
handed the rope to his son, saying, “You can climb up holding this.” 

The boy took the rope reluctantly. He grumbled, “Old man, you’re a complete 
idiot too! You want me to use this flimsy rope to climb thousands of feet up into 



Heaven. If it snaps halfway there, there’ll be nothing left of me!” 
His father cajoled him, saying, “I’ve already opened my big mouth – it’s too late 

to take it back. Just do it this once, my boy. Don’t make a fuss – if you can bring one 
back, we’re bound to get a big reward, enough for me to find you a beautiful wife.” 

So the boy held on to the rope and climbed hands over feet, swaying like a spider 
on its thread, until gradually he disappeared into the clouds. After a long while, down 
fell a peach as big as a bowl. Delighted, the magician presented it to the court. The 
officials passed it round at some length, but couldn’t tell if it was genuine or not. 

Suddenly the rope dropped to the ground. Startled, the magician said, “Oh no! 
Someone up there’s cut my rope – how will my boy hold on?” After a moment, an 
object fell. He looked at it – it was his son’s head. He picked it up and sobbed, “He 
must have been caught by a guard stealing the peach. My boy’s finished!” 

A few moments later, a leg dropped; before long, various limbs had fallen and 
there were no more left to fall. Mournfully, the magician put them in the trunk one by 
one and closed it, saying, “I only had this one son and he followed me on all my 
wanderings. Now, because he did what he was told, he’s met this grisly end! I must 
take him away and bury him.” Then he ascended the hall, kneeled and said, “Because 
of that peach, my son’s been killed! If you pity a poor man and help with the funeral, 
I’ll repay you even after death.” 

Astounded, each of the seated officials gave him some silver. The magician took it 
and tied it at his waist then knocked on the trunk and said, “Baba, my boy, come out 
and show your thanks – what are you waiting for?” Suddenly a tousle-haired boy 
pushed open the lid with his head, climbed out and bowed to the north – it was the 
son. 

Because this magic was so amazing, I remember it to this day. Later I heard the 
White Lotus sectxlvii could perform this magic – I wonder if these two were latter-day 
followers? 
 
  

Planting Pears 
A villager was selling delicious but exceedingly expensive pears in the market. A 
Taoist in a tattered scarf and simple robe was begging before the cart. The villager 
tutted at him, but he wouldn’t go away. Getting angry, the villager started to curse him. 
The Taoist said, “This cart has hundred of pears and I only ask for one. It would be no 
great loss to you, sir, so why get angry?” The onlookers suggested giving up one bad 
pear to get rid of him, but the villager stubbornly refused. 

The hired hand of a shop, finding the racket unbearable, took out the money to 
buy one pear and gave it to the Taoist. The Taoist bowed in thanks. He said to the 
crowd, “We men of the cloth don’t understand greed. I have here a fine pear – let me 
share it with you.” 

Someone said, “Now you have it, why don’t you eat it?” 
He said, “I specially wanted its pips for planting.” And with that he scooped up 

the pear and gobbled it down. Keeping the core in his hand, he took a mattock from 
his shoulder, dug a hole several inches deep in the ground, placed the core inside and 



covered it with soil. He asked the market folk for hot water. A busybody managed to 
get some boiling water from a nearby store, which the Taoist took and poured on the 
spot where he’d dug. 

As countless eyes stared, a curly sprout appeared and gradually got larger. Soon it 
had become a tree with profuse branches and leaves. First flowers then fruit, large and 
sweet-smelling, filled the tree. Then the Taoist began plucking pears from the top 
branches and handing them to the onlookers, quickly getting through them. When 
they were all gone, he hacked at the tree with the mattock, chopping away for quite 
some time, until it was felled. Slinging the tree on his shoulder, he calmly strolled off. 

At first, when the Taoist was performing his magic, the villager had mingled in 
amongst the crowd, craning his neck to watch and forgetting his business. When the 
Taoist left, he turned back to his cart, only to find the pears all gone. He suddenly 
realized that all the pears that had been handed out were his. Then, looking carefully, 
he saw his cart was missing a handle, and it had been recently broken off. He was 
furious. Hastily searching for it, he turned the corner of the wall and there was the 
broken handle abandoned at the foot of the wall – only then did he work out that the 
pear tree was in fact that handle. The whereabouts of the Taoist were unknown. The 
whole marketplace was in hysterics. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: The simpleness of the dim-witted villager is palpable. It’s 
only fair that the market folk laughed at him. We often see those so-called ‘untitled 
aristocrats’ of the villages frowning when their good friends beg for rice. They’re 
calculating: “That’s several days’ money.” Or urged to help in a disaster and feed an 
orphan, again they’re furious. They’re calculating again: “This is enough for five or 
ten people.” Even fathers and sons or brothers haggle over every little scrap. But 
when they’re gripped by the urge to gamble, they’ll empty their wallets in a flash; or 
when their necks are on the line, they won’t hesitate to ransom their lives. Things like 
that are really too common for words, so the stupidity of this villager is nothing to be 
surprised about. 
 
 

Taoist of Mount Lao 
In our county there was a scholar named Wang, the seventh son of an eminent family. 
He admired Taoism when young and, hearing that Mount Laoxlviii abounded with 
immortals, travelled there to pursue his studies. As he climbed one peak, he came 
upon a secluded temple. A Taoist was sitting on a reed mat, white hair hanging down 
to his shoulders, but with a radiant, transcendent air. Wang kowtowed and talked with 
him – his logic was subtle and profound. Wang asked to be taught by him. 

The Taoist said, “I’m afraid you’re pampered and can’t work hard.” 

“I can,” Wang replied. 

The Taoist’s followers were numerous and they assembled at dusk. Wang bowed 
to each of them then settled in the temple. At dawn, the Taoist called Wang out, gave 
him an axe and told him to follow the others to gather firewood. Wang did as he was 
instructed. After a month or so, his hands and feet were covered in calluses and, 



unable to bear the pain, he secretly resolved to go home. 

He returned one evening to find two men drinking with his master. The sun had 
set, but no lamps or candles had yet been lit. Instead, the master cut some paper in the 
shape of a mirror and pasted it on the wall. At once, moonlight filled the room, 
illuminating every speck. 

The acolytes ran here and there at the men’s command. One guest said, “The 
pleasure of this splendid night should belong to all.” And he took a pot of wine from 
the table, sharing it with the acolytes and urging them to drink their fill. 

Wang thought to himself: how can one pot of wine go round even seven or eight 
people? So they all rushed for cups and bowls, competing to down their drinks first, 
afraid that the pot would be finished. But as they poured cup after cup, in fact the 
wine was no less. Wang marvelled at this. 

Presently one guest said, “We have the gift of brilliant moonlight, but here we are 
drinking so quietly. Why not call Chang’erxlix to come?” And he tossed a chopstick 
into the moon. 

A beautiful lady appeared from the light. At first not even a foot tall, by the time 
she reached the ground she was of human height. Her slender waist and graceful neck 
swayed to the rhythm of the “Dance of the Rainbow Skirt”l. Following that she sang: 

“Oh, immortal ones! 
Will you return, 

And confine me in this cold mansion?” 
 

Her voice was clear and melodious, pure as a flute. When the song was over, she 
rose with a twirl and skipped onto the table. In the blink of an eye, she had become a 
chopstick again. The three men laughed loudly. 

Again one guest spoke. “This has been the most wonderful night, but I can’t take 
too much wine. Could we have a last drink in the palace of the moon?” 

The three men on their mats moved slowly into the moon. Everyone could see the 
three of them sitting in the moon drinking, their features clearly visible, like a 
reflection in a mirror. After a while, the moon gradually went dark. An acolyte lit a 
candle – the Taoist was sat alone, the guests had vanished. On the table leftovers of 
the feast remained. The moon on the wall was nothing but a paper disc. 

The Taoist asked them, “Have you drunk enough?” 
“We have,” they said. 
“In that case, you’d better get to bed, and don’t be late for wood gathering.” 
They promised and retired. Silently enthralled, Wang shelved his intention of 

returning home. 
After another month, he couldn’t put up with the pain anymore. Even worse, the 

Taoist hadn’t taught him any magic at all. Unwilling to wait any longer, he quit, 
saying, “I came hundreds of miles to receive your divine instruction – even if I can’t 
learn the secret of immortality, at least a little knowledge might satisfy my desire to 
learn. I’ve spent two or three months now just going out early to get firewood and 
coming back late. At home I never experienced such hardship.” 

The Taoist laughed and said, “I always said you couldn’t work hard and so it’s 



proved. Tomorrow morning I’ll send you on your way.” 
Wang said, “I’ve worked for so many days – if master could just impart some 

small trick, my coming here would not be a total loss.” 
“What magic do you want to learn?” asked the Taoist. 
Wang said, “I often notice when you go somewhere, walls cannot stop you – that 

magic alone would be enough.” 
The Taoist laughed and agreed. Then he taught him a spell, told him to recite the 

whole thing and called out, “Go through!” 
Facing the wall, Wang didn’t dare walk into it. Again the Taoist said, “Try to go 

through.” So Wang walked slowly into the wall, but was blocked by it. 
The Taoist said, “Lower your head and charge through it – don’t hesitate!” 
So Wang took several steps back from the wall and ran into it. When he came to 

the wall, it was as if there was nothing there; turning to look, he found himself already 
beyond the wall. Delighted, he went back in to give his thanks. 

The Taoist said, “After you return, you must maintain your purity, otherwise it 
won’t work.” Then he gave Wang some money for his journey and sent him home. 

Reaching home, Wang boasted that he had met an immortal and now no solid wall 
could stop him. His wife didn’t believe him. To show what he could do, Wang stood 
several feet from a wall and ran at it – his head hit the brick wall and he toppled over. 
His wife helped him up and examined him – a mound was rising on his forehead like 
a goose egg. She mocked him. Ashamed and furious, Wang called the old Taoist 
nothing but a conman. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: No one who hears of this affair can help laughing out loud. 
But they don’t realize just how many people like Scholar Wang there are in the world. 
Nowadays there are some boors who love the poison of flattery and fear the medicine 
of truth, so some boil-sucking hemorrhoid-lickers tell them what they want to hear, 
advocating the use of threats and violence. They cajole them, saying, “Carry out these 
tactics and nothing can stand in your way.” At the first try it might have some small 
effect. So, thinking everything can be dealt with that way, they don’t stop until their 
heads hit a brick wall and they fall over backwards. 
 
 

Monk of Changqing 
A monk of Changqing was noble and unsullied in his conduct and at the age of more 
than eighty was still healthy. One day, he fell to the ground and failed to get up. The 
other monks rushed to his rescue, but he had already expired. The old monk himself 
didn’t realize he was dead and his soul floated away, right to the border of Henan. 

In Henan, the son of an aristocratic family was leading ten or so horsemen to hunt 
for hare with hawks. His horse bolted and he was thrown to his death. The monk’s 
soul happened to be there and merged harmoniously with the body, which gradually 
came to life. The servants gathered round him. Opening his eyes, he said, “How did I 
get here?” 

They carried him home. When he entered, ladies with powdered faces and painted 



eyebrows clustered round him in concern. Shocked, he said, “I’m a monk. How did I 
get here?” 

His household took this for a delusion and did their best to bring him to his senses. 
The monk didn’t try to explain himself – he just closed his eyes and wouldn’t say 
anymore. When they served him plain rice he would eat, but he refused alcohol and 
meat. At night he slept alone, declining his concubines’ attentions. 

After several days, he suddenly decided to take a short walk. Everyone was 
delighted. But when he went out, as soon as he paused, a stream of servants came 
with account books, asking him to check this and that. Pleading exhaustion from his 
sickness, he turned them all away. He only asked, “Do you know Changqing County 
of Shandong?” 

They replied, “We know of it.” 
He said, “I’m bored and depressed. I want to go sightseeing – I should get ready at 

once.” 
They all told him he was recently recovered and wasn’t up to travelling far. He 

wouldn’t listen and set out the next day. Reaching Changqing, he saw the area was 
just as before. Without needing to ask the way, he found the monastery. Several 
acolytes, seeing distinguished guests arrive, knelt down respectfully. He asked, 
“Where has your senior monk gone?” 

They replied, “Our master has recently passed away.” 
He asked where the tomb was. The group led him to it – a three-foot high grave, 

not yet covered with grass. None of the monks understood his intention. Having 
readied the horses for going home, he urged, “Your master was a pious monk – you 
should carefully maintain all the tracts he left. Don’t let them be damaged.” They all 
agreed and so he left. 

Having returned home, he sat in wooden silence, paying no attention to domestic 
matters. After staying for several months, he walked out of the door and escaped, 
going straight to his old temple, where he told his acolytes, “I’m actually your 
master.” 

They looked at each other and smirked, supposing that he was talking nonsense. 
But when he explained the origin of his soul’s return and described his whole life, it 
all tallied. Only then did they believe him, settle him in his old quarters and serve him 
as before. 

Afterwards the young noble’s family repeatedly sent carriages, beseeching him to 
return, but he paid no attention. After another year or so, his wife despatched his 
steward there with many gifts. He refused all the silver and silk, only accepting a 
single cloth robe and nothing else. Friends who came to that area would make a point 
of calling on him. They found him silent and sincere. Though only thirty years of age, 
he could talk about the events of eighty years or more. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: When a person dies, the soul is scattered – that his should 
travel hundreds of miles and not scatter is due to his serenity. What surprises me about 
the monk is not that he came back to life, but that on entering such a state of luxury, 
he could still refuse it and turn from the world. If, in the twinkle of an eye, he had 



been seduced by the scent of a woman, he would have ended up wishing he were dead, 
much less a monk! 
 
 

The Snakeman 
A certain man of Dongjun trained snakes for a living. He once kept two tame snakes 
that were both green; the larger one he called Big Green, the smaller was Green Two. 
Green Two’s forehead had a red spot, and it was particularly obedient, always 
performing exactly as desired. The snakeman treasured it above any other snake. After 
a year, Big Green died. He thought of finding a replacement, but had no free time. 

One night he lodged at a mountain temple. At dawn, when he opened the basket, 
Green Two had vanished. The snakeman was utterly distraught. He searched 
everywhere and called again and again, but there was no trace. However, it had been 
his habit every time he came to thick woods or lush grass to let it out for some 
freedom and it would soon come back. Because of this, he still had hope it would 
return of its own accord. 

He sat down to wait for it, but his hope evaporated as the sun rose high in the sky 
until eventually he left despondently. Several steps outside the gate, he heard a 
rustling sound in the undergrowth. Stopping and looking round apprehensively, he 
saw Green Two approaching. He was as delighted as if he’d found some precious 
stone. He put down his load at the side of the road and the snake also paused. Looking 
behind it, he saw a small snake following. Stroking his snake, he said, “I thought 
you’d gone and left me. You’re introducing a little partner, are you?” 

He took out some bait to feed Green Two and at the same time fed the small snake. 
Although the small snake didn’t leave, it cowered and didn’t dare to eat. Green Two 
held some bait in its mouth, just like a host offering food to its guest. The snakeman 
fed it again and this time it ate. When it had finished eating, it followed Green Two 
into the basket. The snakeman carried them off and taught the small snake to perform 
the set routine; as it was no different to Green Two, he called it Little Green. He 
showed their skills everywhere and made quite a fortune. 

In general snake charmers train snakes up to two feet long; bigger than that, they 
become too heavy and they’re soon replaced. Owing to Green Two’s intelligence, the 
snakeman was in no hurry to discard it. After two or three more years, it was more 
than three feet long and filled its basket when prone, so he decided to let it go. 

One day, when he came to Zi County’s East Mountain, he fed it some good food, 
wished it well and set it free. It left but soon came back and coiled around the basket. 
The snakeman waved it away and said, “Go on! There’s no free meal that lasts forever. 
From now on hide yourself in remote valleys and eventually you’re bound to become 
a dragon. How could you live for a long time in a basket?” 

Only then did the snake leave. The snakeman watched it go – but then it came 
back. He waved at it but it wouldn’t go – instead it struck the basket with its head. 
Inside, Little Green also became agitated. The snakeman understood, and said, “You 
mean you want to say goodbye to Little Green?” So he opened the basket. 

Little Green came straight out and they proceeded to link heads and put out their 



tongues, as if they were telling each other something. Then they wound away side by 
side. At that moment the snakeman thought Little Green wouldn’t return, but it soon 
came all alone, and finally lay down inside the basket. 

From then on, wherever the snakeman looked, he couldn’t find any more fine 
specimens. Furthermore, Little Green was also getting bigger and couldn’t be used for 
performances. Later he did get one that was also fairly intelligent, but not in the same 
class as Little Green. By this time Little Green was as thick as a child’s arm. 

Meanwhile, in the mountains Green Two was seen by many woodcutters. After a 
few years, it was several feet long and thick as a bowl and it started to come out to 
chase people. As a result, travellers warned each other and didn’t dare to go along its 
route. 

One day, the snakeman passed through that place and a snake charged out like the 
wind. Terrified, the snakeman fled. The snake accelerated in pursuit – he turned to 
look and it was almost upon him. But when he looked at its head, he saw the familiar 
red spot and only then did he realize it was Green Two. Putting down his load, he 
shouted, “Green Two! Green Two!” 

The snake stopped. Holding its head up high for quite a while, it leapt up and 
wound around the snakeman, like in their old performances. He felt its intentions 
were completely benign, but its body was so big and heavy that its coils were too 
much for him. He fell to the ground crying his prayers, at which point it released him. 

Again it knocked the basket with its head. The snakeman understood its meaning 
and opened the basket to let Little Green out. When the two snakes saw each other, 
they intertwined like candyfloss, only parting after a long while. Then the snakeman 
wished Little Green well, saying, “I’ve been meaning to part with you for a long time, 
and now you have a partner.” 

Turning to Green Two, he said, “That which you brought in, you can take away. I 
have one more piece of advice: the deep mountains don’t lack food or drink, so don’t 
harass travellers and earn Heaven’s wrath.” 

The two snakes hung their heads as if accepting this. As they suddenly started off, 
the bigger in front, the smaller behind, the forest parted in the middle where they 
passed. The snakeman stood for a long time gazing after them, leaving when they 
were out of sight. After that, travellers could pass as normal and it was not known 
where the snakes had gone. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: A snake is only a low crawling creature, yet it showed the 
loving affection of an old friend. It even followed advice as willingly as turning a 
circle. It’s strange then that those with upright human form will turn around and throw 
stones at a decade-long companion or a patron of several generations who’s in need of 
help. Or else, when offered correction, brazenly ignore it and even angrily swear 
revenge – such people are lower by far than this snake. 
 
 

Python Attack 
In Hutian Village there are two brothers named Hu, both woodcutters, who once 



ventured deep into a secluded valley. They ran into a giant python and the elder 
brother, who was in front, was seized. In his terror, the younger brother’s first thought 
was to flee, but when he saw his elder brother being eaten, he took out his axe in a 
rage and hacked at the python’s head. 

The python’s head was injured but it didn’t stop swallowing. Although the 
brother’s head had already disappeared, luckily his shoulders were stuck. Frantic, 
acting totally without thinking, the younger brother grabbed his brother’s feet with 
both hands and struggled against the python with all his might, until he managed to 
drag his brother out. At this point the python retreated in agony. 

Examining his brother, he saw his nose and ears were all missing and he was on 
the verge of death. Carrying him on his shoulders, the younger brother had to rest 
more than ten times in all along the way before he reached home. After six months of 
treatment, the elder brother recovered. To this day, his features are still scarred, and 
there are only holes where his nose and ears should be. 

To think, that there’s such a loyal brother among the country folk! Some say: “The 
python didn’t kill because it was moved by the brother’s devotion.” Indeed! 
 
 

A Taste for Snake 
Lu Fengning, a servant of Wang Puling of my village, by nature has a hunger for 
snake. Every time he finds a small snake, he swallows it whole, like he’s eating spring 
onions. Big ones he chops into pieces with a knife and then scoops up to eat. He 
chews them with a crunch, and the watery blood soaks his cheeks. 

He also has an excellent sense of smell. Once, he caught the scent of snake 
through a wall, sprinted round the wall and actually found a snake a full foot long. At 
that time he wasn’t carrying a knife, so at first he bit its head, and the tail was still 
wriggling when it was inside his mouth. 
 
 

Zhending Girl 
In Zhending area there was an orphan girl just six or seven years old who was taken in 
by the family of her husband-to-be. She had lived with them for two or three years 
when the husband seduced her, had intercourse with her and made her pregnant. 

Her belly swelled up and she thought she was ill, so she told her mother-in-law. 
The mother-in-law said, “Is there movement?” 

She replied, “There is.” 
This was all the more surprising, but given her tender years, they couldn’t be sure. 

Soon, she gave birth to a boy. The mother-in-law exclaimed, “I didn’t picture a fist of 
a mother actually giving birth to an awl of a son!” 
 
 

Bestiality 
A certain merchant of Qingzhou commonly wouldn’t return home for a whole year 
when he went out on business. His household raised a white hound, which his wife 



seduced and had intercourse with. This became a regular practice. 
One day, the husband returned and was sleeping with his wife. The hound 

suddenly charged in, leapt on the bed, and savaged the merchant to death. When those 
in the neighbourhood later came to hear of it, they were all aggrieved and protested to 
the authorities. 

The authorities had the wife shackled, but she wouldn’t admit her guilt, so they 
detained her. They ordered the hound to be fetched in chains, then brought out the 
wife. As soon as the hound saw the wife, it directly tore off her clothes, apparently to 
mate with her. At this point the wife had nothing to say. 

Two guards were told to take them to the government compound – one guard for 
the person and one for the hound. People who wanted to watch them coupling would 
collect up some money to bribe the guards, and the guards would pull them together 
and order them to copulate. On these occasions, the spectators often numbered in the 
hundreds, and in this way the guards netted a large profit. 

Later person and hound were both torn limb from limb. 
Alas, there’s nothing that can’t be found somewhere in this wide world. But is this 

one wife really the only person to have had intercourse with an animal? 
 
The Cryptohistorian’s verdictli: To rendezvous in places of ill-repute has ever met 
with derision, while meeting in secret trysts is held by others in contemptlii. Thus 
certain people, unable to bear the bitterness of womanly chastity, are left longing for 
the pleasure of casual copulation. 

The devil lying upon the bed is none other than the family bitch; dear Rover enters 
the crevice and so becomes her lover between the sheets. Upon the altar of cloud and 
rain, the crazy shaking of a canine tail; in the land of warmth and tenderness, the 
repeated heaving of a snaky waist. The sharpened awl is placed within the pouch of 
skin, one thrust of the hips and the tip is revealed; a bulge protrudes at the arrow-head, 
the shaft sinks up to the feathers and takes root. To suddenly consider the mating of 
different species is a concept that belongs to the truly outlandish. 

When a guard dog, there to warn of danger, becomes the danger and murders in a 
jealous fit, it is hard for the law to rule on precedent; when a person, though not a 
beast, behaves like a beast and creates a stench of obscenity, her flesh is not fit to be 
eaten by wild animals. Alas! A person who murders will be sentenced to 
dismemberment; but as for a dog that murders, this world has no fit punishment. A 
malicious person should be punished as a dog; but as for a malicious dog, the 
netherworld must apply its laws. To know whether dismemberment should be used to 
purge its soul, please escort it to ask the Lord of Hell. 
 
 

The Hail God 
When Wang Yuncangliii was en route to take up a post in Chu, he planned to climb 
Mount Longhu to pay his respects to the Celestial Masterliv. Reaching the lake, he had 
just boarded the boat when a person sailed over in a skiff and communicated through 
the people in the boat. Wang saw he was of a tall and imposing appearance. He took 



out from his bosom the Celestial Master’s calling cardlv and said, “Hearing your 
retinue was approaching, I was sent ahead to bear your load.” 

Wang was astounded by the Celestial Master’s foreknowledge and was all the 
more in awe of him. He followed in good faith. The Celestial Master had organized 
provisions for his reception. His servants’ hats, clothes and long stiff beards were all 
quite unusual. The messenger from before was also waiting at his side. In a moment, 
he was whispering to the Celestial Master. The Celestial Master said to Wang, “This 
gentleman is from your hometown – don’t you recognize him?” 

Wang asked who he was and was told, “This is the legendary God of Hail, Li 
Zuochelvi.” 

Astounded, Wang’s countenance changed. The Celestial Master said, “He just said 
Heaven has decreed a rain of hail, so he must take his leave.” 

Wang asked, “In what place?” 
“Zhang Qiulvii.” 
Concerned by the proximity to his home, Wang left his seat to beg for it to be 

averted. The Celestial Master said, “This is the Jade Emperor’s orderlviii. The amount 
of hail is set. How can he show favouritism?” 

Wang didn’t stop imploring him. The Celestial Master condescended to consider 
for quite a while, then turned around and urged, “Let most of it fall on the mountain 
valleys and try not to harm the crops.” Again he urged, “With our honoured guest here, 
go gently, not fiercely.” 

The Hail God went out to the middle of the front yard and a cloud suddenly grew 
under his feet, with thick mist everywhere. After delaying for a moment or so, he 
soared up with all his might, just as high as the trees in the yard; again he rose, as high 
as the tower. With a single thunderclap, he flew off towards the north, leaving the 
house shaking and the dining utensils jolting and swaying. Stunned, Wang said, “It 
made a thunderclap when he left!” 

The Celestial Master said, “I just admonished him, so he went slowly; otherwise 
he would just have gone with one sudden blast.” 

Wang left and went home, recorded the month and day, and dispatched a man to 
ask about Zhang Qiu. That day it really had rained heavy hail, filling all the streams 
and ditches, but only a few hailstones had fallen on the fields. 
 
 

Wedding of the Fox’s Daughter 
Chief Minister Yin of Lichenglix, though poor when young, was brave and resourceful. 
In that county there was the residence of an old family, with several acres of grounds 
and a complex of buildings. The strange and monstrous were often seen there, so it 
had long been abandoned and uninhabited. Over time, thick weeds had gradually 
filled it and even in broad daylight nobody dared enter. Yin happened to be drinking 
with various scholars when some of them said for a joke, “If there’s anyone who can 
stay there for a night, we’ll all pool our money for a banquet.” 

Yin leapt up and said, “What’s hard about that?” And he went, taking a sleeping 
mat. 



They all saw him to the gate, and joked, “We’ll wait for a while – if you see 
anything then shout at once.” 

Yin said with a laugh, “If there are any ghosts or foxes, then I’ll catch them as 
proof.” So he went in. 

He saw long grass covering the path, teeming with mugwort and wormwood. The 
moon happened to be in the first quarter, but fortunately in the faint moonbeams he 
could make out the passageway. Feeling his way carefully in, he eventually came to 
the rear tower. He climbed to the belvedere, where it was beautifully clear and bright, 
so he stopped there. Gazing west, the moonlight was merely a sliver linking the hills. 
He sat there for quite some time without seeing anything at all strange and secretly 
laughed at the mistaken rumours. He laid his mat on the ground, rested his head on a 
stone, lay down and watched the stars. 

Near the end of the first watchlx, as he was dimly sinking into sleep, from 
downstairs came the sound of footsteps, noisily ascending. Peeking while pretending 
to sleep, he saw a servant dressed in black carrying a lotus lantern lxi. At the 
unexpected sight of his lordship, the servant promptly retreated in shock and said to 
someone behind, “There’s a stranger here.” 

The other asked, “Who is it?”  
The answer was, “I don’t know.” 
Soon an old man came up, who scrutinized his lordship and said, “This is Minister 

Yin. He’s already fast asleep. We’ll just get on with our business. The young master is 
easy-going – perhaps he won’t blame us.” 

So, one after the other, they entered the building, throwing the doors wide open. 
After a short while, the people coming and going became a throng. The light from the 
lanterns in the building was like day. Yin shifted his body slightly and snuffled. The 
old man heard his lordship was awake and came out. Kneeling, he said, “Your humble 
servant has a chit of a daughter who tonight happens to be getting married. 
Unexpectedly we have disturbed your Excellency. I hope you will not take serious 
offence.” 

Yin rose, tugged at him and said, “I didn’t know there was a celebration tonight. 
I’m sorry I have nothing for congratulation.” 

The old man said, “Your Excellency honours us with your presence and keeps 
away evil spirits, which is so fortunate. Now may I trouble you to sit in our company 
and double the honour granted?” Delighted, Yin agreed. 

He entered and looked around the building at the beautiful decorations. Then a 
woman about forty years or so old came out to pay her respects. The old man said, 
“This is my ball and chain.” Yin bowed to her. 

Presently he heard a clamour of reed pipes and someone came hurrying up, saying, 
“He’s here!” The old man hastened to the welcome, while Yin stood waiting. After a 
few moments, with a cluster of palace lanterns, the bridegroom was led in. He was 
about seventeen or eighteen years old, with an elegant bearing and pretty features. The 
old man ordered him first to pay respects to the distinguished guest. The young man 
looked at Yin, and Yin, as if he were the bride’s attendant, performed the due 
courtesies. Next the bride’s father and his son-in-law exchanged bows, and when that 



was done then at once they took their seats. Within a few moments, there was a cloud 
of attendants in powder and make-up, with wine and steaks showering down in jade 
plates and golden bowls, the light illuminating the tables. 

After several rounds of drinks, the old man called a servant-girl to ask his 
daughter to come. The servant-girl said yes and went inside, but after a long time she 
still hadn’t come out. The old man himself got up and raised the bed-curtain to press 
her. Soon the bride came out, supported by a retinue of servant-girls and old women; 
rings and pendants clinking, sending out a fragrance of musk and orchid. The old man 
ordered her to bow to the guest. Rising, she then sat at her mother’s side. A quick 
glance at her phoenix coronet and pearl earrings revealed an outstanding beauty. 

Subsequently they drank from golden goblets, each big enough to contain several 
cupfuls. Thinking he could keep this object for his colleagues to examine, Yin hid one 
up his sleeve. Pretending to be drunk, he slumped on the table and sank into sleep. 
Everyone said, “Oh, the young master’s drunk.” 

Before long, the bridegroom took his leave, and with a sudden loud sound of reed 
pipes, one after another the guests went downstairs and left. Following that, the hosts 
collected in the drinking set, but a thorough search failed to produce the one missing 
wine vessel. Some secretly discussed the sleeping guest. The old man hastily forbade 
them to speak for fear that Yin would hear. 

A short while later, inside and outside were totally silent and only then did Yin get 
up. It was dark, with no lamplight and only a smell of perfume and wine filling the 
whole room. He saw the east was already light, so he calmly left. Fishing in his sleeve, 
he found the golden goblet was still there. When he reached the gate, all the scholars 
were already waiting, but suspected he had come out during the night and gone back 
in early. Yin took out the goblet to show them. Astonished, they all questioned him 
and he described what had happened. Together they concluded this object was not a 
poor scholar’s possession, so they believed him. 

Later Yin succeeded in the highest imperial exams and took up a post at Fei Qiu. 
An aristocratic family named Zhu held a banquet for him and ordered some huge wine 
vessels to be brought out, though after a long time they had still not come. A certain 
young maid covered her mouth to speak with the host and the host looked angry. Soon 
they presented a golden goblet and urged the guest to drink. 

Examining it closely, the style, design and engraving were identical to the ones of 
the foxes. Greatly puzzled, Yin asked where it was made. The reply was, “In all there 
are eight vessels. When my late father became a minister in the capital, he looked for 
a skilled craftsman to supervise their manufacture. They have been passed down 
through the family and wrapped away carefully for a long time. Because your 
Excellency has been kind enough to visit us, it is proper to bring them out from the 
trunk, but only seven remain. I suspect one has been stolen by the servants. However, 
they were covered with ten years of dust as before, so I really can’t explain it.” 

Yin smiled and said, “The golden cup has sprouted wings! But a family heirloom 
can’t be lost. I have one rather similar to it – I ought to present it to you.” 

At the end of the banquet, he returned to his office, picked out the vessel and had 
it delivered. The host examined it closely and was absolutely astonished. Going in 



person to thank Yin, he closely questioned him where it came from. Yin explained all 
that had happened from start to finish. Only then did they know that foxes can take 
and return objects from a thousand miles away, but after all don’t dare to keep them. 
 
 

Jiaona 
Scholar Kong Xueli was a descendant of Confucius. An easygoing man, he was 
skilled at poetry. His close friend, who was magistrate of Tiantai, sent him an 
invitation of employment, but when Kong arrived there, the magistrate had just died. 
Left penniless and unable to return home, he stayed at the Potala Monastery, where he 
was hired as a copyist by the monks. 

A hundred or so paces west of the monastery was the mansion of a gentleman 
named Shan. The gentleman was the son of a noble family who had been left bankrupt 
by a major lawsuit, and with his reduced household he had moved to the countryside, 
leaving the mansion neglected. 

One day, heavy snow fell in a blizzard and the way was devoid of travellers. Kong 
happened to be passing the mansion gates when a strikingly handsome and elegant 
young man came out. Seeing Kong, he hurried over and greeted him politely, briefly 
extending his regards before begging the honour of a visit. Very taken with him, Kong 
gladly followed him inside. 

Though none of the rooms were particularly spacious, everywhere were hanging 
brocade drapes and on the walls were numerous ancient paintings and works of 
calligraphy. On the desk one book was labelled Minor Notes from Langhuanlxii. A 
quick flick through showed it was full of things he had never seen before. 

As the young man was living in the Shan mansion, Kong took him to be the owner 
and so didn’t question his family status. The youth enquired in detail about the course 
of Kong’s life and, feeling sympathy for him, urged Kong to set up a schoolroom and 
teach students. Sighing, Kong said, “As a wanderer in a strange land, who would 
recommend me?” 

The young man said, “If you don’t rule me out as a hopeless nag, I’d like to take 
you as my mentor.” 

Kong was delighted, but not daring to accept the position of teacher, requested 
that they be friends instead. Then he asked, “How come your residence has been 
locked up so long?” 

The reply was, “This is the Shan mansion. Formerly, with the young master living 
in the country, it was empty for a long time. I’m a Huangfu and our ancestral home is 
in Shaanxi. Because our family residence was destroyed in a prairie fire, we’ve settled 
down here for the moment.” Only then did Kong realize he wasn’t a Shan. 

That evening they talked and laughed very merrily, following which Kong stayed 
and shared his bed. As soon as day broke, a servant boy lit a coal fire in the room. The 
young man rose first and went into the inner quarters, while Kong remained sitting 
wrapped in the quilt. The boy entered, announcing, “The old master’s coming.” 

Kong arose in surprise. An old man came in, silvery hair on his temples, and 
offered Kong sincere thanks, saying, “Sir, you haven’t given up on my idiot son and 



are even willing to grant him instruction. The boy is only starting to learn to scrawl. 
Don’t treat him as your equal just because you are friends.” 

After that, a set of embroidered clothes, a marten fur hat and a pair each of socks 
and shoes were brought in. When it was observed that Kong had washed and dressed, 
wine was called for and food served. The furnishings and costumes were of unfamiliar 
type and dazzling radiance. After several rounds of drinks, the old man arose and took 
his leave, leaning on his cane as he went. 

When the meal was over, the young master submitted his coursework and it was 
full of archaic prose without one modern essay. Asked about this, he laughed and said, 
“I’m not seeking any advancement.” 

At dusk, he poured more drinks, saying, “Tonight we should enjoy ourselves to 
the full – from tomorrow it won’t be allowed.” And he called the servant boy, asking, 
“Have you seen the old master go to bed yet? If he has, you can call Xiangnu here on 
the quiet.” Before the boy went, he brought out a pipa in an embroidered bag. 

After a short while, a servant girl entered, gorgeously adorned in red. The young 
master ordered her to play Ladies of the Xianglxiii. Using an ivory plectrum, the girl 
stroked the strings with intense grief and stirring passion in a metre unlike any usually 
heard. Then she was told to serve them drinks in huge wine cups and not until the 
third watch did they stop. 

The next day, they rose early to study together. The young master was extremely 
bright and could recite texts after one reading. After two or three months, he could set 
pen to paper with amazing results. They agreed to drink together once every five days 
and every time they had to summon Xiangnu. One night, when he was aroused by the 
wine, Kong’s eyes fixed on her. The young master understood what he wanted and 
said, “This maid is kept by my father. Knowing you’re far from home without a wife, 
night and day I’ve been considering this. I’ll find a beautiful partner for you soon.” 

“If you’d be so kind,” said Kong, “it must be someone like Xiangnu.” 
Laughing, the young master replied, “You’re truly one who ‘has seen little and is 

amazed by much’! If that’s your idea of beauty, your wishes are easily satisfied.” 
Half a year had passed when Kong wanted to spread his wings in the outskirts of 

the city, but reaching the gate, he found the double doors bolted from the outside. 
When he asked why, the young master said, “The master of the house is afraid making 
friends will distract my thoughts, so he’s declining any visitors.” Kong accepted this. 

At that time, because of the sweltering summer humidity, they moved their study 
room to the garden pavilion. A swelling rose like a peach on Kong’s chest and in one 
night it grew as big as a bowl, leaving him moaning in pain. From morning to evening, 
the young master carefully watched him, forgoing food and sleep. After several more 
days, the abscess was so severe he wouldn’t eat or drink anything. 

The old master also came and, facing each other, they heaved deep sighs. The 
young master said, “The night before last I was thinking about my teacher’s ailment 
and my sister Jiaona could cure it. I sent someone to grandmother’s place to tell her to 
come back. How come she still hasn’t arrived?” 

Presently a servant boy came in and announced, “Jiaona is here. Auntie and Song 
have come with her.” 



Father and son at once hurried into the inner quarters. In a moment, they brought 
the sister to have a look at Kong. She was about thirteen or fourteen years of age with 
charming eyes that revealed her intelligence and she had slender yet vivacious looks. 
Gazing upon her face, Kong immediately forgot his miseries and his spirits became 
suddenly revived. Then the young master said, “This fellow is my good friend, as 
close as a brother to me. Heal him well, sister.” 

So the girl set aside her look of shyness, raised her long sleeves and approached 
the bed to examine him. While she held him, Kong felt her fragrance surpassed that of 
orchids. Smiling, she said, “It’s no wonder he has this sickness – his pulse is unsteady. 
But though the illness is critical, it can be cured. However, this bit of tissue is already 
gangrenous – there’s no choice but to cut away the skin and remove the flesh.” 

So she took a gold bracelet from her arm and placed it on the affected part, gently 
pressing it down. The abscess protruded about an inch above the bracelet, while the 
base and remainder of the swelling were fully contained within, and it was no longer 
as broad as a bowl. Then with one hand she lifted up her silk girdle, untied her sword 
with its paper-thin blade, and holding both bracelet and blade, softly cut into the base. 
Purple blood spilled out, staining the sleeping mat. In his desire to be close to her 
loveliness, Kong not only didn’t feel the pain but even was afraid the operation would 
be completed too quickly, leaving him little time by her side. 

Before long, the rotten flesh was cut out, a round bundle like a gall chopped off a 
tree. Then she called for water to wash the incision clean. Orally expelling a red pellet 
the size of a marble, she placed it on his flesh and pressed down, making circles. Just 
once around and he felt a burning heat rising up; round once more and there was a 
fluttering itch; after a third time round his whole body was refreshed with a coolness 
that seeped into the marrow of his bones. The girl retrieved the pellet and swallowed 
it. Saying, “Healed!” she hurriedly walked out. 

Kong leapt up and ran over to thank her, his malady seemingly gone. Yet he 
couldn’t shake the vision of her shining looks from his mind. From then on, he set 
aside his books and sat in a trance, no longer taking interest in anything. Having 
spotted this, the young master said, “I’ve been looking around and I’ve found a fine 
match for you.” 

“Who is it?” asked Kong. 
“Another of my family members.” 
Kong was lost in thought for a long time, then finally said, “No need.” Facing the 

wall, he recited, “Who cares for streams that has sailed the sea? The clouds on 
Wushan are the only clouds to me.lxiv” 

Understanding his purport, the young master said, “The master of the house 
greatly admires your lofty talent and constantly hopes to be linked to you through 
marriage. But I only have this one little sister and her years are still too tender. There 
is my cousin Song who’s eighteen and not at all bad-looking. If you don’t believe me, 
she strolls to the garden pavilion every day – wait in the front room and you can gaze 
on her.” 

Kong did as he suggested and indeed he saw Jiaona coming in the company of a 
beauty, whose crescent eyebrows were painted black and dainty bound feet trod in 



phoenix slippers, an equal with Jiaona. Delighted, Kong begged the young master to 
act as matchmaker. The next day, the young master came out from the inner quarters 
and congratulated him, saying, “It’s settled.” 

So they swept out a separate courtyard to hold a wedding ceremony for Kong. 
That evening, to the beat of drums and blare of trumpets, they partied till the dust rose 
in the air. Now that a goddess in his eyes was about to share his bed, Kong wondered 
if paradise was not only found in heaven. When the marriage ceremony was over, he 
completely satisfied his heart’s desires. 

One evening, the young master said to the scholar, “The benefits of learning with 
you I can never forget. Master Shan has recently resolved his lawsuit and will come to 
take back his residence very soon. We intend to leave here immediately for the west. 
In these circumstances it will be difficult for us to get together again, thus the sadness 
of parting is weighing on my mind.” 

Kong wanted to go with them, but the young master urged him to return to his 
hometown. Kong thought it hard. The young master said, “Don’t worry. I can see you 
on your way at once.” 

Before long, the old master brought Song there and presented the scholar with a 
hundred taelslxv of gold. The young master held Kong and his wife with both left and 
right hands, telling them to close their eyes and not look. Floating and treading on the 
air, they only felt the whistling of the wind in their ears and after a long time the 
words, “We’re here.” 

When Kong opened his eyes, he saw he really was home. Only then did he realize 
the young master was no human. Happily, he knocked on the gate of his house. His 
mother came out in surprise and when she saw such a beautiful wife, they were all 
joyful and relieved. By the time they turned back to look, the young master had 
already gone. 

Song served her mother-in-law obediently and became known near and far for her 
beauty and virtue. Later Kong was successful in the highest imperial examinations 
and was appointed to the judiciary in Yan’anlxvi, taking his family with him to the post. 
His mother didn’t travel due to the distance. 

Song bore a son called Xiaohuan. Because he gave offence to the imperial censor, 
Kong was dismissed from his post and blocked from returning home temporarily. He 
happened to be hunting in the wilds outside the city when he came upon a handsome 
youth astride a black colt who repeatedly peered at him. Looking carefully, he found it 
was the young master Huangfu. Pulling their bridles, they halted their steeds in a 
mixture of sadness and delight. 

He invited Kong to go with him and they arrived at a village where the trees were 
so dense their foliage hid the sun and sky. Entering his home, Kong saw it had gilded 
door studs as if they were aristocrats. When asked about his sister, he said she had 
already got married and his mother was deceased. Kong shared his profound grief. 

After staying overnight, he left and then returned together with his wife. Jiaona 
also came. Taking the scholar’s son in her arms, she played with him, joking, “Cousin, 
you’ve muddied our bloodline.” Kong bowed in gratitude for her past kindness and 
she said, laughing, “Brother-in-law is a noble now. The wound has already healed – 



have you still not forgotten the pain?” Jiaona’s husband, Master Wu, also came to pay 
his respects. He stayed for two nights and then left. 

One day, the young master, wearing a worried expression, said to Kong, “A 
calamity is about to descend from heaven. Can you save us?” 

Kong didn’t know what the matter was, but was keen to take the responsibility. 
The young master hurried outdoors and summoned the whole family to come in, 
where they all knelt before the scholar in the hall. Astounded, Kong earnestly asked 
the cause. The young master said, “We are not human – we’re foxes. Today there will 
be a visitation of thunderbolts. If you’re willing to risk your life to dispel the disaster, 
our whole family has hope of staying alive. If not, please take your son and go so 
you’re not caught up in it.” 

Kong vowed to live or die together with them. So he was told to hold a sword in 
the gateway and warned, “When the thunderbolts strike, don’t move!” 

Kong did as instructed and did indeed see brooding clouds black as obsidian 
darken the sky. Turning back to look at his friend’s house, the great gates were no 
longer there and instead all he could see was a towering tomb and a huge bottomless 
hole beneath it. As he stared dumbfounded, the sound of a thunderclap shook the very 
mountains; violent rain and a wild gale uprooted ancient trees. 

Dazzled and deafened, the scholar stood tall and didn’t move a muscle. Suddenly, 
amid the black veil of dense smoke, he saw a demon with a sharp beak and long claws 
snatch one person out of the hole and directly ascend with the smoke. Glimpsing the 
clothes and shoes, he thought it seemed to be Jiaona. So, leaping desperately off the 
ground, he struck out with the sword and the monster let the person fall from its grasp. 
At once a violent thunderclap exploded and Kong fell dead on the ground. Soon, the 
sky cleared and Jiaona was able to revive. Seeing Kong dead by her side, she sobbed 
in floods of tears, “If Master Kong has died because of me, how can I live?” 

Song also came out and together they carried him back inside. Jiaona told Song to 
hold his head and her brother to prise apart his teeth with a golden hairpin; she herself 
grasped his cheeks, transferred the red pellet into his mouth with her tongue and then, 
locking lips, breathed out. The red pellet entered his throat along with her breath and 
there was a gurgling sound. After a short while, he regained consciousness. Seeing all 
his loved ones before him, it was as if he was waking from a dream. Thereupon the 
whole family gathered round, delighted that the alarm was over. 

Reasoning that an open grave was no place to live, Kong suggested returning 
together to his hometown. The whole clan gave their support to the idea – only Jiaona 
was unhappy. Kong invited her to come with Master Wu together, but she still worried 
her parents-in-law would not be willing to let their son leave. They talked it over the 
whole day with no result. 

Suddenly a young servant of the Wu family arrived, streaming in sweat and 
gasping for breath. Startled, they questioned her closely and it turned out that Master 
Wu’s home had also had a visitation on the same day and the whole family were no 
more. Jiaona stamped her feet in sorrow and couldn’t stem her tears. All as one they 
consoled her. And so the plan to return together was decided. Kong entered the city to 
sort out affairs there for several days and then hurriedly packed through the night. 



Once they had returned to his hometown, Kong housed the young master on an 
unoccupied plot of land, which they kept locked up; only when Kong or Song came 
round would they remove the bolt. Kong would play chess, drink, talk and feast with 
the young master and his sister as if they were all one family. Xiaohuan grew up to be 
elegant and good-looking, though with a hint of fox. When he went out around the 
city, everyone knew he was the son of a fox. 

 
The Cryptohistorian says: I envy Scholar Kong not because he gained a gorgeous wife 
but because he made such intimate friends. Seeing a friend’s face you may forget your 
hunger; hearing a friend’s voice can make you laugh out loud. To have such fine 
friends and from time to time to talk and feast together shows that ‘the communion of 
souls imparted by looks’lxvii surpasses ‘disorder in one’s dress’lxviii. 
 
 

A Monk’s Sins 
A man named Zhang died suddenly and followed the ghost officer to see the king of 
the underworld. The king checked the register, was furious to find that the ghost 
officer had made a false arrest, and ordered Zhang to be sent back. Zhang withdrew 
and secretly wheedled the ghost officer into letting him look around Hell. 

The ghost led him through the Nine Springslxix, to the Hill of Knives and the Tree 
of Swords, pointing out each one. At last they came to one place where a monk, 
hanging head down from a rope strung through a hole in his thighs, was howling in 
agony. On closer inspection, it turned out to be Zhang’s elder brother. Seeing him, 
Zhang asked in alarm, “What crimes brought him here?” 

The ghost said, “As a monk, he’s been taking money from everywhere, all to pay 
for meat, drink, gambling and girls, so this is his punishment. If he wants to get rid of 
this misery, he has to repent.” 

When Zhang revived, he wondered if his brother were already dead. At that time, 
his brother was living in Xingfu Temple, so he went to seek him out. On entering the 
temple, he could hear the sound of his howls. In the room, he saw open sores on his 
brother’s thighs, with pus and blood pouring out, and his legs propped up on the wall, 
in exactly the same position as he had been hanging in Hell. Astounded, he asked the 
reason why. 

His brother said, “Putting them up gives a little relief. Otherwise the pain pierces 
me to the marrow.” Then Zhang told him what he had seen. His brother was 
dumbfounded, and so he abstained from meat and drink and devoutly recited 
scriptures. In half a month he was healed. From then on he was a pious monk. 
 
The Cryptohistoran says: Devils and hell are remote and uncertain, villains always 
console themselves; but they don’t realize manifest catastrophes are actually invisible 
punishments. Now isn’t that frightening! 
 
 
 



Evil Arts 
A certain Lord Yu was chivalrous from youth and fond of boxing. He was strong 
enough to hold up a huge clepsydra while doing the whirlwind dance. During the 
Chongzhen periodlxx, he was in the capital for the palace exam when his servant was 
struck down with a disease, which troubled him. 

There happened to be a skilled diviner in the market who could determine life and 
death, so Yu went to ask on his servant’s behalf. When he got there, before he could 
speak, the diviner said, “You want to ask about your servant’s illness, don’t you?” 

Astonished, Yu confirmed this. 
“The sick man will come to no harm,” said the diviner, “but you, sir, may be in 

danger.” So Yu had his own fortune told. The diviner drew up the hexagram and said 
in astonishment, “In three days you will be dead!” 

Yu was lost in shock for some while. Slowly, the diviner said, “I do have some 
small powers. If you give me ten silver pieces, I shall pray on your behalf.” 

Thinking to himself that destiny is fixed and no magic can undo it, Yu got up 
without agreeing and was about to go. The diviner said, “Begrudge this small sum and 
you’ll be sorry! You’ll be sorry!” 

Those who loved Yu were all frightened for him and urged him to empty his 
pockets and implore the diviner’s help. Yu wouldn’t listen. 

The third day came quickly. Yu sat stiffly in his lodgings, waiting in silence, but at 
the end of the day he was unscathed. That night, he bolted the door, lit a lantern and 
sat up straight, sword by his side. Two hours passed with no sign of anything fatal. He 
was just thinking of going to bed, when suddenly he heard a scratching at the window 
crack. 

As he watched anxiously, a tiny figure carrying a dagger-axe came in; when it 
reached the floor, it was as tall as a man. Yu snatched up his sword and swung at it 
once, failing to hit in his haste. Thereupon it abruptly shrank and turned to look for 
the window crack, intending to escape. Yu swiftly struck and it fell at the first blow. 
Candlelight revealed a paper man, sliced at the waist. 

Yu didn’t dare to sleep, but sat down again to wait. After some time, a creature as 
hideous as a demon came in through the window. As soon as it touched the ground, he 
swiftly attacked it and sliced it in two, leaving both halves writhing. Afraid that it 
would get up, Yu struck it again and again. Every stroke was true, but it didn’t sound 
like flesh. Upon examination, it turned out to be a clay figurine, hacked to pieces. At 
this, he moved his seat beneath the window and watched the crack carefully. 

After a while, he heard heavy breath outside the window and something pushed 
against the window lattice. The walls of the room shook and threatened to collapse. 
Fearing he would be crushed, Yu figured it was better to go out to fight, so he 
smashed open the bolt and charged out. There he saw a huge monster, its head level 
with the eaves. In the dim moonlight, he saw its face was black as coal and its eyes 
were flashing with a yellow light. It was topless and shoeless but it had a bow in its 
hands and arrows at its waist. 

As Yu stood there shocked, the monster fired. Yu deflected the arrow with his 
sword and it fell to the ground; just as he was about to attack, the monster fired again. 



Yu quickly leapt aside and the arrow pierced the wall with a quiver. Furious, the 
monster drew its sword, waved it like the wind and struck forcefully at Yu. Yu slipped 
nimbly inside and the blade hit a courtyard rock, instantly splitting it. Yu came out 
from between the monster’s legs, slashing it on the ankle, producing a clang. Yet more 
furious, the monster roared like thunder, spun around and lunged once more. Again Yu 
ducked inside; as the blade fell, it cut his robe. Finding himself beneath the monster’s 
underarm, Yu lashed out fiercely. There was another clang, and the monster lay stiff. 

Yu attacked it wildly, producing a sound like a wooden clapper. Candlelight 
revealed a wooden puppet as big as a man. The bow and arrows were still tied at its 
waist. It had been fashioned to look fearsome. Where it had been struck, blood was 
coming out. So, Yu waited for dawn, candle in hand, at which time he realized the 
monsters had all been sent by the diviner in an attempt to bring about his death and 
prove his powers of prediction. 

The next day, he told all his acquaintances and they went together to the diviner’s 
spot. The diviner saw Yu in the distance and disappeared in a glance. Someone said, 
“This is invisibility magic. Dog’s blood can break it” 

Yu went to prepare some as suggested, then returned. The diviner again hid as he 
had before. Yu hurriedly soaked the place where he’d been standing with the dog’s 
blood and the diviner’s head appeared, all splattered with dog’s blood, his eyes 
shining as he stood there ghost-like. They then handed him over to the relevant 
authorities for execution. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: I’ve said before that paying a diviner is idiotic. How many 
are there of this profession that don’t make false prognostications? If the prediction is 
wrong, it’s no prediction at all. Even if I can be told clearly when I’ll die, then what 
can I do? And those that use someone’s death to prove their powers are all the more 
terrible! 
 
 

Wild Dog 
During the Yu Qi rebellionlxxi, people fell like flies. A villager, Li Hualong, fled home 
from the mountains. Meeting a night-time advance of government troops, he was 
terrified of being caught in the indiscriminate slaughter. In his desperation, he had no 
place to hide, except to lie stiff among a pile of dead bodies and pretend to be a 
corpse. 

The soldiers had already gone past, but he didn’t dare to come out too soon. 
Suddenly he saw the headless mutilated corpses stand up in lines. One of the corpses, 
its severed head still attached to its shoulders, began to speak, saying, “The wild dog’s 
coming – what now?” 

The collection of corpses tall and short echoed, “What now?” A moment later, 
they all collapsed to the ground, then there was silence. 

Legs trembling, Li was about to stand up, when a creature with a beast’s head and 
a human body appeared, bent over and bit into the skulls, sucking the brains out one 
by one. Li hid his head beneath the corpses in dread. The creature came over and 



tugged at Li’s shoulder, trying to get at his head. Li held himself to the ground to keep 
it out of reach, so the creature pushed aside the pile of corpses covering him, 
revealing his head. Terrified, Li felt around on the ground underneath him, found a 
stone as big as a basin and grabbed it. 

When the creature bent down to bite him, Li leapt up with a yell and struck its 
head, hitting the mouth. The creature screeched like an owl, covered its mouth in 
agony and fled, spitting blood along the way. Checking at once, Li found two fangs 
among the blood, curved from the middle and sharp at the ends, more than four inches 
long. He carried them back to show to people, but nobody could say what kind of 
creature it was. 
 
 

Three Liveslxxii 
Master of Letters Liu, who was a graduate in the same year as my clan brother Wenbi, 
could remember his previous incarnations and once described them in detail. 

In one life he was a government official whose conduct had been much blemished 
and who died at the age of sixty-two. At first when he met the king of the underworld 
he was treated as a country gentleman, granted a seat and given tea to drink. He 
spotted that the tea in the king’s cup was clear while his own cup was murky like 
undecanted wine; he secretly wondered if this could be the potion of oblivionlxxiii. 
When the king was looking elsewhere, he poured his cup over the side of the table 
and pretended he’d finished it. 

Presently, the king checked the record of his previous life’s wrongdoings; furious, 
he ordered a gang of ghosts to seize Liu and sentenced him to become a horse. At 
once some stern-faced ghosts tied him up and led him away. He was taken to a house 
with a threshold too high for him to cross. As he hesitated, the ghosts lashed him hard 
and he stumbled over in extreme pain. Looking around, he found himself already in a 
stable. He heard a person say, “The black horse has had a foal! It’s a male.” 

His mind was completely clear but he couldn’t speak. Feeling famished, he had no 
choice but to suckle from the mare. After four or five years, his body had grown tall 
and strong, but he was scared stiff of being flogged – on seeing a whip, he would flee 
in terror. When his master rode him, he had to be covered with a saddle-cloth and 
have the bit kept loose, then the suffering was not too much; but when the servants 
and stable boys rode him without the padding and clamped him between their knees, 
the pain pierced right through him. Therefore, in great indignation, he didn’t eat for 
three days, and consequently died. 

When he got to the underworld, the king found his sentence had not been fully 
served, rebuked him for evading his punishment, peeled off his hide and sentenced 
him to be a dog. He was so despondent he didn’t want to move. A gang of ghosts 
thrashed him wildly and he fled in extreme pain to the wild. Thinking to himself that 
he would be better off dead, he indignantly threw himself off a precipice, landed 
upside-down and couldn’t get up. Looking around, he found himself lying in a hole, a 
mother dog licking and sheltering him, and he knew that he had already been reborn 
into the world. 



When he’d grown a little and he saw excrement, he knew it was filthy; but it smelt 
fragrant and he had to tell himself not to eat it. During one year of being a dog, in his 
rage he often wanted to die, though he was afraid of being blamed for evasion of his 
punishment. However, his master wanted to keep him, not kill him. So he bit his 
master on purpose, taking some flesh out of his leg. His master was furious and beat 
him to death. 

The king of the underworld interrogated him and, furious at his rabid behaviour, 
gave him several hundred lashes, then sent him off to become a snake. He was 
imprisoned in a dark cell with no daylight. Deeply depressed, he climbed up the side 
of the wall and out of a hole in the ceiling. Looking about, he found himself lying in 
thick grass – clearly he was indeed a snake. So, swearing not to harm any living being, 
he swallowed fruit when he was hungry. 

For a year or so, his every thought was: suicide, that’s not allowed; hurting 
someone and getting killed, that’s not allowed either. He looked in vain for a good 
way to die. One day, as he was lying in the grass, he heard a carriage passing and 
darted out into the road; the carriage flattened him at high speed and cut him in two. 
The king of the underworld was astonished at his speedy return, so he lay prostrate 
and explained himself. 

Because he was innocent when killed, the king pardoned him, approved his 
punishment as complete and reincarnated him as a man – that is, as Master Liu. From 
birth, he could speak, write essays and historical accounts, and recite after one reading. 
In the year xinyou [1631 AD] he was made Master of Letters. He always urged people: 
when you ride a horse, you must use a thick saddle-cloth; the torture of being 
squeezed between the thighs is more painful than the whip. 

 
The Cryptohistorian says: Among the ranks of the furred and horned, lords and 
leaders can be found. So naturally, within the ranks of lords and leaders, there must be 
those with fur and horns too. When the lowly do good, it is like planting a tree in hope 
of it flowering; when the noble do good, it is like nurturing the roots when the tree has 
already flowered. What is planted can grow and what is nurtured can endure. 
Otherwise we will pull the salt wagon and wear a bridle and yoke, having become 
horses; or we will feed on excrement and be cooked and confined, having become 
dogs; or we will be covered in scales and die at the claws of cranes and storks, having 
become snakes. 
 
 

Fox in a Bottle 
The wife of Mr Shi of Wan Village was plagued by a fox. She was troubled by it, but 
couldn’t drive it away. Behind the door there was a bottle, and whenever it heard the 
wife’s father-in-law coming, the fox would conceal itself within it. The wife became 
familiar with this by spying on it and secretly made a plan that she didn’t divulge. 

One day, it scurried in. The wife hurriedly stuffed the bottleneck with cotton, put it 
in the cauldron, and heated the water until it boiled. When the bottle was hot, the fox 
cried, “Very hot! Don’t play practical jokes.” 



The wife didn’t speak. It howled more and more desperately, until at length there 
was no sound. Pulling out the stopper to examine it, she found a ball of fur, several 
spots of blood and nothing more. 
 
 

Ghosts Weep 
During the Xie Qian rebellionlxxiv, officials’ mansions all became bandits’ lairs. A 
particularly large number of rebels gathered in the residence of Minister of Education, 
Wang Qixianglxxv. When the city fell and the troops entered, mopping up the bands of 
rogues, corpses littered the stairways and blood flowed through the doorways. 

His lordship came to the city, had the corpses removed, the blood washed away, 
and moved in. Often in broad daylight ghosts would be seen. By night there were 
will-o’-the-wisps under the beds and ghosts crying in the corners. 

One day, a scholar, Wang Haodi, lodged at his lordship’s home. At the foot of the 
bed he heard a small voice continually crying out, “Haodi! Haodi!” The voice 
gradually got louder, saying, “I died a cruel death!” Weeping followed, coming from 
every part of the hall. 

His lordship heard and came in, holding a sword. In a loud voice, he said, “Don’t 
you know I’m Minister of Education Wang?” 

All they could hear were hundreds of voices tittering, laughing through the nose. 
So his lordship set up Water-Land ceremonial altarslxxvi and asked Buddhist monks 
and Taoists to redeem their lost souls. That night he scattered rice for the ghosts and 
will-o’-the-wisps appeared everywhere, twinkling away. 

Prior to this, a gatekeeper named Wang had been critically ill and had lapsed into 
a coma for several days. That night, he suddenly stretched and came round. His wife 
brought in some food. Wang said, “I don’t know why but just now the master handed 
out rice in the hall and I followed the crowd to eat. As soon as it was finished I came 
back, so I’m not hungry.” 

From then on the ghosts and apparitions stopped. Aren’t musical ceremonies, food 
offerings and recitations indeed effective? 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: Only virtue can subdue evil spirits. At the time the city fell, 
Lord Wang really wielded great power and influence and all those who heard his 
voice would tremble. But the ghosts still derided him. Do you suppose the ghosts 
could foresee he wouldn’t come to a good end? I’d like to universally inform all the 
high and mighty: just as wearing a human face can’t frighten ghosts, so I hope they 
won’t put on ghost faces to frighten the people! 
 
 

Jiao Ming 
The home of Imperial Tutor Dong Mo-anlxxvii was plagued by a fox. Rubble and 
bricks would suddenly fall like hail. The servants would hastily rush for cover to wait 
for an intermission and only then dare come out to do their work. Troubled by this, his 
lordship borrowed the residence of Minister of War Sun Zuotinglxxviii to escape it. 



However, the fox still plagued him as before. 
One day in court, waiting for the daily audience, he happened to mention this 

strange matter. Some minister said, “A northeastern Taoist, Jiao Ming, who’s staying 
in the palace, is in charge of exorcism. He’s very effective.” 

His lordship called on him to ask his help. The Taoist drew some magic signs with 
cinnabar and told him to go back and paste them on the wall. Unexpectedly, the fox 
was not at all scared and flung things around all the more. 

His lordship went again to inform the Taoist. The Taoist was furious and called in 
person at the minister’s home, erecting an altar to exercise his magic. Soon they saw a 
huge fox lying at the foot of the altar. The servants had suffered its tyranny for so long 
and nursed so much resentment that one servant-girl went up and struck it. The girl 
immediately fell to the ground and stopped breathing. 

The Taoist said, “This creature is so ferocious even I can’t subdue it just like that – 
how could this girl attack it so rashly?” Then he said, “Well, we can use her to 
interrogate the fox.” 

He pointed and chanted incantations for a while – the servant-girl suddenly rose 
and knelt with her back straight. The Taoist demanded to know the fox’s birthplace. 
The servant-girl spoke the fox’s words, “I was born in the Western Regions and 
eighteen of us came to the capital.” 

The Taoist said, “How long could the likes of you be allowed to remain here on 
the imperial streets? Be gone at once!” 

The fox didn’t reply. 
The Taoist struck the altar in anger and said, “You want to ignore my command? 

Linger here any longer and you won’t be spared my magic!” 
At this the fox cringed in fear, blanched, and indicated it was willing to accept his 

orders. Again the Taoist urged it to go. The servant-girl fell down dead once more, 
then after a long time revived. Soon they saw four or five white orbs that rolled away 
like balls, up to the edge of the roof. One after another, they rapidly disappeared. 
From then on all was calm. 

 
 

Scholar Ye 
Scholar Ye of Huaiyang, whose given name has been forgotten, wrote the best prose 
and poetry of his time. However, he never met with fortune, always failing in the 
examination hall. When Ding Chenghe from the North-East happened to become 
magistrate of the prefecture, he saw his writings and was astonished. He summoned 
Ye for a talk and was greatly pleased with him. Ding promptly ordered a government 
office arranged and bought in lanterns; he also often gave money and grain to help out 
the scholar’s family. 

At the time of the preliminary testslxxix, Ding praised Ye highly to the Education 
Officer, and thus he was awarded first place. Following the final examination, in eager 
anticipation, Ding searched out the scholar’s paper and read it, clapping and sighing 
in admiration. Unexpectedly, destiny cut him down and fate scorned his essays – 
when the list of successful candidates was released, his wings were still clipped. 



Ashamed at failing his good friend, the scholar dejectedly went home, a shadow 
of himself, dumb like a wooden puppet. Hearing of this, Ding summoned him over 
and personally consoled him. Ye shed tears incessantly. Out of pity, Ding appointed 
that at the end of his assessment period they would go north to the capital together. 
The scholar felt deeply grateful to him. 

Ye took his leave and went home, shut the door and wouldn’t come out. Before 
long, he was bedridden. Ding sent gifts and asked after him unendingly. Though he 
took a hundred parcels of medicine, none of them proved effective. Just then, because 
of disobedience to higher officials, Ding was dismissed and was due to leave his post. 
He sent a letter to the scholar, saying briefly, “The time has come for me to return east. 
The reason I delay is just awaiting you, my friend. On the day you arrive, that night I 
will leave.” It was delivered to his sickbed. 

The scholar held the letter and sobbed. He sent word by the messenger: “To 
recover abruptly from such a critical illness is hardly possible. Please go ahead 
without me.” The messenger returned and explained, but Ding couldn’t bear to go and 
continued to wait for him. 

After several days, the gateman suddenly announced Ye had arrived. Delighted, 
Ding welcomed him in and asked after him. The scholar said, “My wretched illness 
has caused you to wait a long time. I’m terribly sorry. Now luckily I can follow at 
your side.” So Ding packed up and prepared to leave at dawn. 

Reaching his neighbourhood, he ordered his son to treat the scholar as his teacher 
and stay with him day and night. The young master’s name was Zaichang. At that 
time, though he was sixteen years old, he still couldn’t write an essay. However, he 
was extremely bright and if he read through any literature twice or thrice, he wouldn’t 
forget it. 

After a year with Ye, the boy could put pen to paper and produce an essay. Thanks 
to Ding’s influence, he entered the county academy. The scholar wrote down all the 
exam answers he had ever devised for the son to study. In the exam hall, not one of 
the seven essay titles had been missed and the boy took reserve champion. 

One day Ding said to the scholar, “You offered some scraps of knowledge and 
thus enabled my child to make a name for himself. Yet your brilliance has long been 
obscured. How is that?” 

The scholar said, “That’s merely fate. With your fortune and favour, my essays 
have been vindicated. To let everyone know that my misfortunes over the years are 
not from my own failings, my wishes are fulfilled. If a man gains one friend who 
understands him, then he has no regrets. What need is there to discard one’s humble 
robes in order to be called fortunate?” 

Because he had been away from home for so long, Ding feared Ye would miss the 
annual exams and urged him to go back for a visit. The scholar was miserable and 
displeased. Ding couldn’t bear to force him, so he urged his son to pay an admission 
fee for Ye in the capitallxxx. The young master again was successful in the highest 
government exams and was awarded the position of director in a department. He took 
along the scholar to help supervise and they were together day and night. 

After a year, the scholar entered the northern provincial exams and eventually 



received a recommendation. The young master happened to be sent to the south to 
assume a position, so he said to the scholar, “This journey will pass not far from your 
hometown. Sir’s reputation has been raised to the heavens. To return clothed in 
honours would be pleasurable.” 

The scholar was also delighted and, choosing an auspicious day, they departed. 
Upon reaching the border of Huaiyang, a servant was ordered to send the scholar 
home by horse. Finding his family home rundown, Ye’s feeling was utterly depressed. 
As he hesitated in the front yard, his wife came out holding a winnowing pan, saw 
him, tossed it away and ran off in terror. The scholar said sadly, “Today I’m a noble. 
You haven’t set eyes on me for three or four years. How can you forget me so soon?” 

His wife addressed him from a distance, “You’ve been dead for a long time – how 
can you come back and talk of being a noble? The reason we’ve delayed burying your 
coffin so long is because your family is poor and your children young. Now the eldest 
is already standing on his own feet and is about to choose a burial site. Don’t make 
trouble by frightening the living.” 

Hearing this, the scholar was dejected and melancholy. Hesitantly entering the 
house and seeing the coffin containing his corpse solemnly set out, he fell to the floor 
and disappeared. His wife stared in shock – his clothes, hat and shoes were like a 
sloughed skin. Wailing in sorrow, she clasped his clothes and wept. 

When his son came back from school and saw a horse tethered at the gate, he 
asked where it came from and in astonishment hurried to tell his mother. She wiped 
away her tears and related what had happened. Only when they closely questioned the 
attendant did they then know the whole story. 

The attendant headed back, and when the young master heard about it, tears fell 
onto his breast. At once he ordered to be driven to Ye’s house to mourn; paying the 
funeral expenses out of his own pocket, he buried Ye with pure filial mourning rites. 
He also presented generous funds to Ye’s son to engage a tutor to teach him to read. 
He spoke with the Education Officer and the next year Ye’s son graduated. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: Can a soul follow a kindred spirit and forget its own death? 
Others may doubt it but I believe it completely. A pretty girl’s soul may stray far from 
the pillow with her heart’s desire; distant friends still meet each other in their dreams. 
What’s more, scholars will pour heart and soul into their scribbling, like silkworms 
spinning their cocoons, as those who understand us are the ones who give meaning to 
our existence. Alas! A meeting of minds so hard achieved is no chance encounter. 

As you walk a lonely path, facing your shadow, your gloom deepens; proud bones 
sticking out in ridges, you scratch your head in self-pity. Sighing at your embittered 
features, you suffer the monsters’ mocking. When you are repeatedly placed among 
the chaff, every hair in your head is thought ugly; once you fail to make the shortlist, 
everywhere in your essays there are flaws. Through history those who weep most 
bitterly are the unappreciated like Bian Helxxxi; who but Bo Lelxxxii can recognize the 
worth of the extraordinary yet misunderstood? 

After three years of carrying your calling card in your bosom, the words upon it 
have been erased; aspiring to rise from a humble position, wherever you go you find 



no home. In this life, we merely need to close our eyes and stride ahead, accepting the 
highs and lows of Creation and that’s all. The fallen giants of this world like Scholar 
Ye are far from few; but how to find another Lingweilxxxiii to follow through life and 
death? Oh! 

  
 

Forty Thousand 
Minister of War Wang of Xinchenglxxxiv had a head steward whose family was said to 
have always been wealthy. The steward suddenly dreamt a man rushed into his house, 
saying, “You owe me forty thousand and now you must return it.” The man didn’t 
answer the steward’s questions, but went straight to the inner rooms. 

When the steward awoke, his wife had given birth to a son. He knew this was his 
payback for an old debt, so he put a bundle of forty thousand coins in a room and all 
the child’s clothes, food and medicine came from that money. 

After three or four years, of the money in the room only seven hundred remained. 
At that time the wet nurse carried the child there and teased him at her side. A servant 
called out, “The forty thousand will soon all be gone – then you’ll have to hop it!” 

At these words, the child’s expression suddenly changed to a frown, his neck 
twisted and his eyes opened wide. When touched again, he had already stopped 
breathing. Consequently they used the remaining money to buy funeral items and 
bury him. 

This can stand as a warning to those who owe money. 
 

There once was an old man with no son who asked an eminent monk why he was 
childless. The monk said, “You don’t owe anyone and no one owes you, so how 
would you have a son?” This is because, if you have a good son, that’s repayment for 
a favour; if you have a prodigal son, that’s payment for a debt. Thus the living aren’t 
laughing at the dead’s expense. 

 
 

Becoming Immortallxxxv 
Scholar Zhou of Wendeng when young shared writing brush and inkslab with his 
classmate Cheng, and from then on they pledged to be best of friendslxxxvi. As Cheng 
was poor, he often relied on Zhou during the year. According to age, Zhou was the 
senior, so Cheng addressed his wife as sister-in-lawlxxxvii. On each festival, they would 
celebrate like one family. Zhou’s wife bore a son, but after giving birth died suddenly. 
Because Zhou’s second wife, Wang, was young, Cheng didn’t ask to meet her. 

One day Wang’s younger brother came to visit his sister and they had a feast in the 
inner chambers. Just then Cheng arrived. The servants notified Zhou, so Zhou ordered 
Cheng to be invited in, but Cheng wouldn’t enter and took his leave. Zhou pursued 
him and brought him back, moving the feast to the outer rooms. Just as they sat down, 
someone reported a manor servant had been severely flogged by the county warden. 

Prior to this, Civil Officer Huang’s family’s herdsman had let his cows trample on 
Zhou’s fields, leading him and Zhou’s servant to abuse each other. The herdsman 



rushed to tell his master, who seized the servant and sent him to the local authorities, 
where he was promptly flogged. After questioning and finding out this incident, Zhou 
said in a rage, “Huang, that swine-herd slave, how dare he! His forefathers did labour 
for my grandfather. Now he’s briefly achieved his ambition, he thinks we’re nothing!” 

Anger filling his throat and chest, he rose in indignation, wanting to go and find 
Huang. Cheng restrained and stopped him, saying, “In this brutal world, there is 
indeed no right or wrong. Moreover, most officials nowadays are nothing but bandits 
without spears!” 

Zhou wouldn’t listen. Cheng pleaded with him not to go again and again, until his 
tears fell, and only then did Zhou stop. His rage was not released, though, and he 
tossed about till dawn. He said to his household, “That Huang bullied us. We will get 
revenge. I just let it go for the moment. The county magistrate is an official of the 
royal court, not the official of influential families. Even if we are in dispute, both 
parties must be there. How can he be like a dog following a whistle? But I’ll petition 
for the punishment of Huang’s servant, and we’ll see what penalty he receives.” 

The entire household incited him, so the plan was decided. He filed a lawsuit with 
the magistrate, who ripped it up and tossed it away. Furious, Zhou verbally abused the 
magistrate. Feeling humiliated, the magistrate had him arrested. 

Late in the morning, Cheng went to visit Zhou and found out he had gone to town 
to argue his case. Hurrying frantically to urge Zhou to stop, he found him already in 
prison. He stamped his feet, not knowing what to do. At that time three pirates had 
been caught, so the magistrate and Huang bribed them to pretend that Zhou was one 
of their gang. On the basis of their statements, they requested the removal of Zhou’s 
scholarly honours and tortured him savagely. 

Cheng entered the cell, where they looked at each other miserably. They planned 
to lodge a complaint with the imperial court. Zhou said, “I’m held here in the depths 
of jail, like a bird in a cage. There’s my young brother, but all he can do is provide 
prison food.” 

Cheng was quick to take the responsibility, saying, “It’s my duty. What use is a 
friend who doesn’t help when you’re in need?” And he left. Zhou’s brother brought 
travelling money for him, but he had already long gone. 

Reaching the capital, he had no way to lodge an appeal. Receiving information 
that the emperor would go out hunting, Cheng hid himself in advance in a timber yard. 
Soon the emperor passed by, and he prostrated himself and wailed bitterly until he 
received permission. His complaint was sent to the provincial governor to verify. 

By that time, ten months had passed and Zhou had already been falsely 
condemned to death. When the governor received the imperial instruction, he was 
astounded and re-opened the case to personally decide it. Huang was also astounded 
and plotted to kill Zhou. So he bribed the jailer to cut off his food and water. When 
Zhou’s brother came with a food parcel, the guard completely refused him entry. 

Again Cheng hurried to the governor to call foul, and only then did he begin the 
questioning, by which time Zhou was already too starved to stand. Furious, the 
governor caned the jailer to death. Terrified, Huang spent several thousand silver 
pieces in a bid to avoid punishment and thus received a perfunctory pardon. The 



magistrate, for bending the law, was banished. When Zhou was freed and sent home, 
he was all the more devoted to Cheng. 

Since being involved in the dispute, Cheng had lost all faith with the ways of the 
world and invited Zhou to become hermits together. Zhou adored his young wife and 
so laughed at him for over-reacting. Though Cheng said nothing, his mind was made 
up. After saying goodbye, for several days he didn’t visit. Zhou sent someone to call 
on his home – his household had thought he was at Zhou’s place. With no sign of him 
in either place, they began to wonder. Zhou knew it was strange and sent men to track 
him down, searching temples and cliffs, seeking him almost everywhere. Sometimes 
he provided silver and silks for Cheng’s son. 

After eight or nine years, Cheng suddenly arrived of his own accord, in yellow 
turban and cloak, with a solemn Taoist appearance. Zhou happily grasped his arm and 
said, “Where did you go, making me search for you everywhere?” 

Cheng laughed, “A lonely cloud and a wild crane have no settled resting place. 
After parting, luckily my health is restored.” 

Zhou ordered wine to be set out, briefly recounted events since their parting, and 
wanted him to change out of his Taoist garb. Cheng smiled and said nothing. Zhou 
said, “You fool! How could you abandon your wife and child like worn-out shoes?” 

Laughing, Cheng said, “That’s not so. The world abandoned me, so how could I 
have abandoned anyone?” Asked where he was residing, he replied in Shangqing 
Temple on Mount Lao. 

Following that they slept, feet touching. Zhou dreamt Cheng was crouching naked 
on his chest and he couldn’t breathe. In surprise he asked him what he was doing, but 
he made no reply. Suddenly waking up with a start, he called for Cheng with no 
answer. He sat up and searched for him, but he had disappeared who knows where. 
Calming down after a moment, he began to sense he was in Cheng’s bed, and said in 
shock, “Last night I wasn’t drunk, so how have I ended up here?” Then he called the 
servants. 

The servants shone torches on him and he looked just like Cheng. Originally Zhou 
had thick whiskers and feeling himself he found his face completely smooth. Taking a 
mirror and looking at his reflection, he said in wonder, “If Cheng is here, then where 
am I?” Then he understood and realised that Cheng had used magic to call him to be a 
hermit. Intending to return to his home’s inner chambers, his brother refused to let 
him in due to his altered appearance. Zhou had no way to prove himself, so at once 
ordered a servant and a horse to go and search for Cheng. 

After several days, they reached Mount Lao. As his horse went quickly, the 
servant couldn’t keep up. He stopped to rest under a tree and saw many Taoist priests 
coming and going. Among them one Taoist eyed Zhou, so Zhou asked him about 
Cheng. The Taoist said with a laugh, “I’ve heard his name. It seems he’s in 
Shangqing.” With that, he left directly. 

Zhou watched him go and saw him a stone’s throw away talking with another 
person and again leaving after just a few words. The one he had been talking to 
gradually approached and it turned out to be a fellow alumnus. Seeing Zhou, he said 
stunned, “I haven’t seen you for years. People say you study the Tao in the mountains, 



but you’re still wandering in the world?” 
Zhou explained the strange situation. Startled, the scholar said, “I just happened to 

meet him and I thought he was you. He’s been gone not long. He’s maybe not gone 
far.” 

Zhou was very puzzled, saying, “Weird! How can I see my own face and not 
recognize it?” 

The servant arrived looking for him, so he urged him on frantically, but there was 
no trace. All in view was vast and deserted and it was hard to decide whether to press 
on or head back. Recalling that he had no home he could return to, he decided to 
pursue to the end. However, it was too steep to continue on horseback, so he sent the 
servant back with the horse and wound his own way onwards. 

In the distance he saw a boy standing alone and hurried over to ask him the way 
and tell him what had happened. The boy himself said he was Cheng’s disciple, and 
carrying Zhou’s clothes and food for him, led him to walk there together. Eating by 
the stars and sleeping in the dew, they travelled for a very long distance. Only after 
three days did they arrive and it was not the Shangqing spoken of in this world. 

At that time it was the middle of the tenth month, but mountain flowers covered 
the paths, not like early winter. The boy entered to announce the visitor and Cheng at 
once came out – this time Zhou did recognize his own appearance. Holding hands and 
entering, they set out wine and talked at ease. He saw strangely coloured birds, tame 
and unafraid of people, with voices like reed pipes, that often came and sang on their 
seats. He felt greatly surprised at this. However, he keenly missed the earthly world 
and had no intention of lingering there. 

On the floor were two rush cushions, which they pulled together to sit side by side. 
Only after the second watch, when all his concerns were silenced, did he suddenly 
seem to doze off momentarily and he felt his body change places with Cheng. 
Wondering about it, he stroked his chin and he was as hirsute as before. At dawn, he 
was determined to go back but Cheng firmly detained him. Then, three days later, 
Cheng said, “After a short nap, I’ll send you back at once.” 

He’d just closed his eyes when he heard Cheng calling him, saying, “The luggage 
is ready.” So he rose and followed him. 

The way they took was different to the former route. He felt after no time at all his 
neighbourhood was already in sight. Cheng sat down to wait at the side of the road, to 
let him go back by himself. Zhou couldn’t make him move, so he walked alone to his 
home. Knocking but getting no answer, he considered going over the wall – he felt his 
body floating like a leaf, and in one leap he was over. He passed over several tiers of 
wall in all before reaching the bedroom. 

With lamps and candles glimmering, his wife was not yet asleep but was speaking 
in whispers with someone. He licked the window for a peek and saw his wife drinking 
from the same cup as a servant, in an extremely intimate position. At once he was 
consumed by a burning rage. He planned to take them by surprise, but was afraid he 
couldn’t triumph by himself. So stealthily he lifted the latch and left, hurrying to tell 
Cheng and beg him for help. Cheng readily followed him and they directly reached 
the inner chambers. 



Zhou used a rock to beat at the door and inside was panic; he pounded more 
urgently, but they were closed tightly inside. Cheng waved his sword and split the 
door open in a stroke. Zhou rushed in and the servant dashed out through the doorway. 
Cheng was outside the door and struck him with his sword, cleaving his arm and 
shoulder-blade. 

Zhou grabbed his wife for questioning and found out she had begun her liaisons 
with the servant when he was in custody. Zhou used the sword to remove her head 
and hung her intestines on the courtyard trees. Then he followed Cheng out and 
looked for the route to head back. Suddenly waking with a start, he found himself 
lying on the couch and said in shock, “What a weird dream! That made me terrified.” 

Cheng laughed and said, “A dream brother takes for real; reality you take for a 
dream.” 

Perplexed, Zhou asked him what he meant. Cheng took out the sword to show him 
and it was still spattered with blood. 

Shocked and saddened, Zhou wanted to die, but secretly wondered if Cheng was 
deceiving him with magic. Cheng knew what he was thinking, so straightaway packed 
and sent him back home. They rapidly arrived at the neighbourhood gate, then Cheng 
said, “The former night, when I waited with my sword, wasn’t it at this spot? I hate 
seeing foul things, so let me wait for you here again. If you haven’t come by dusk, I’ll 
go by myself.” 

Zhou reached home and the house was desolate, seemingly uninhabited. Then he 
entered his brother’s house. When his younger brother saw him, tears streamed from 
both eyes, and he said, “After you left, robbers killed sister-in-law at night and 
hollowed out her intestines. It was so cruel and pitiful. Till now the authorities still 
haven’t caught them.” 

Zhou felt as if awakened from a dream, so he told his brother about the affair and 
warned him not to probe into it. His brother was struck dumb for a long time. Zhou 
asked about his son, then ordered an old woman to fetch him there. Zhou said, “This 
thing in swaddling bands is the continuation of our family line. Look after him well, 
brother. I shall say goodbye to the world.” Then he rose and left directly. 

Snivelling, his brother chased him and pulled him back, but laughing he went on 
and didn’t look back. Reaching the open country, he saw Cheng and went with him 
together. From far off he turned back and said, “Forbearance is the greatest joy.” His 
brother was about to say something when Cheng raised his vast sleeve and at once 
they disappeared. He stood there mournfully for a while, then went back crying 
bitterly. 

Zhou’s brother was simple and not good at managing household production, so 
after several years the family was increasingly poor. Zhou’s son gradually grew up, 
but the brother couldn’t hire a tutor, so he taught him himself to read. One day, going 
early to the study, he saw on the table there was an envelope, sealed very tight and 
inscribed with “To be opened by second brother”. Examining it, it was his brother’s 
writing. He opened it for a look and inside was completely empty except for one 
fingernail, about two digits long. He was puzzled by this. 

He placed the nail on the inkslab and went out to ask the household where it came 



from but no one knew. When he returned for a look, the inkslab was shining and 
transformed into gold. He was very surprised. He tried it with bronze and iron and all 
worked. From then on he was very wealthy. He gave a thousand silver pieces to 
Cheng’s son, thus from then on both families had the golden touch. 
 
 

The Bridegroom 
Master of Letters Mei Ouchang of Jiangnanlxxxviii says that when Lord Sun of his 
hometown was magistrate of Dezhou, he dealt with a strange case. 

To begin with, a villager had found a wife for his son, the bride had crossed the 
threshold, and the relatives and neighbours were all celebrating. They drank until after 
the first watch, when the bridegroom came out and saw his new wife in her dazzling 
wedding clothes disappearing round the back of the house. Suspicious, he followed 
her. 

Behind their residence was a stream, spanned by a small bridge. Seeing his new 
wife cross the bridge and head straight off, he became even more suspicious. He 
called to her but she didn’t reply. From a distance she beckoned to him, and he 
hurriedly chased after her. He came within a foot of her, but couldn’t quite catch her. 

They travelled a mile or more and entered a village. The bride stopped, and said to 
her husband, “Your home is too lonely – I’m not used to living there. Please stay at 
my house with me for a few days, then we’ll go back to yours together.” With that, 
she took out her hairpin and rapped heavily on a door – a young girl came to answer it. 
The bride entered first. The husband had no alternative but to follow her. 

Having entered, he found his wife’s father and mother both in the hall. They said 
to him, “Our daughter has always been pampered, and has never been out of our sight. 
Now that she’s left home, it makes us feel so sad. Her coming today with you really 
reassures us. Stay for a few days, then we’ll send you two back home.” So they swept 
out a room, prepared the bedding and had them stay. 

When the guests in the husband’s home realized that he hadn’t appeared for a long 
time, together they went to look for him. Only the bride was in the room and didn’t 
know where her husband had gone. From then on they searched far and wide, but 
there was no news of him. His father and mother were in tears, telling themselves he 
must be dead. 

After six months, the bride’s family, in pity for their spouseless daughter, asked 
the man’s father to allow the girl to remarry. The villager said sadly, “There’s no 
skeleton, no clothes, no evidence at all, so how do you know my son has passed to the 
other side? Even if he has met some sudden death, to wait a year before marrying 
again wouldn’t be too long. So how can you be in such a rush?” 

The bride’s father became even more resentful and brought the case to court. Lord 
Sun was puzzled and had no way to settle the matter, so he ordered them to wait for 
three years and dispatched them to register with the proper authorities. 

The villager’s son stayed at the girl’s house and the family happily entertained 
him. Every time he discussed going home with his wife, she would agree, but always 
delayed until they didn’t go. After more than half a year, he was really perturbed and 



unsure what to do. He thought of going home alone, but his wife was determined to 
keep him there. 

One day, the whole family was in a panic, as if there was an emergency. Hastily 
they told the husband, “Originally we planned to send you two home together after 
two or three days, but unexpectedly our gifts aren’t yet prepared and suddenly we’ve 
met a sad misfortune. We have no choice but to send you back first.” 

So they saw him out of the door, and instantly turned back, spinning around as 
they spoke, in a great fluster. The husband, wanting to know the way to go, turned 
around to see no buildings at all, just a tall tomb. Shocked, he looked for the road and 
hurriedly returned home. 

Arriving home, he described everything from start to finish, then went to the 
authorities to report it. Lord Sun summoned the bride’s father to inform him to send 
the girl to her husband’s home to let them complete the wedding ceremony. 

 
 

The Spirit Officer 
A certain Taoist of Chaotian Temple was keen on the art of breathinglxxxix. There was 
an old man residing at the temple who happened to have the same interest, so they 
became fellow mystics. He stayed there for several years, but come the time of the 
sacrificial ritesxc he would always leave ten days beforehand and only return after the 
ceremony. Curious, the Taoist asked him why he did this. 

The old man said, “We two have no secrets, so I can tell you truthfully: I am a fox. 
At the time of the sacrifice, all the gods purge the impure and I have no place to hide, 
so all I can do is escape.” 

The following year at that time he left, but hadn’t returned after a long while, 
which was curious. One day he suddenly appeared, so the Taoist asked him what had 
happened. 

He replied, “I almost didn’t see you again! Originally I planned to flee far away, 
but being rather lazy and seeing a covered drain that was well-concealed, I just curled 
up in the bottom of an urn. To my surprise the Spirit Officerxci cleansed even to there, 
spotted me at once and was about to crack his whip in anger when I fled in terror. The 
Spirit Officer chased me furiously. I reached the Yellow River and stopped at the 
riverbank. In such dire straits, I had no choice but to run and lie in a cess-pit. Gods 
loathe filth, so he turned around and left. When I came out, I was repulsively smelly 
and not fit to appear among people. So I jumped in the water to wash myself clean, 
then lay hidden in a hole for almost a hundred days, until the dirt was cleansed. Today 
I’ve come to say goodbye, and at the same time to warn you: you also ought to lie low 
somewhere else. A catastrophe’s coming – this is not a lucky place.” 

With that, he bid farewell. The Taoist took his word and moved on. Before long 
came the Jiashen Upheavalxcii. 
 

 
Wang Lan 

Wang Lan of Lijin died of a sudden illness. King Yamaxciii reviewed the case and 



found it was an error by his ghost messenger. He ordered the ghost to see Wang back 
to life, but the corpse had already decayed. Afraid of being punished, the ghost said to 
Wang, “When men become ghosts they know sorrow, but when ghosts become 
immortal they know bliss. If you’re in bliss, what need is there to live?” 

Wang took his point. 
The ghost said, “There’s a fox-spirit here that has made an elixir of immortality. 

Steal his elixir and gobble it up, then your soul won’t be scattered and you can exist 
forever. Whatever you want there’s nothing you can’t have. Are you willing or not?” 

Wang went along with it. 
The ghost led him off into a towering mansion with enormous spires and pavilions, 

which were silent and deserted. There in the moonlight was a fox, his head raised 
gazing into the sky. He exhaled once and a pellet came out from his mouth, straight up 
to the middle of the moon. As he inhaled, it dropped back down and he held it in his 
mouth. Again he exhaled and so it carried on. The ghost slyly watched from the side, 
waited for him to breathe out, swiftly grabbed the pellet in his hand and gave it to 
Wang to swallow. The fox was startled and looked around in a rage. Seeing the two of 
them, he was afraid he was no match for them and left indignantly. 

Wang said goodbye to the ghost and went home, but when his wife and children 
saw him they were all so terrified they ran off. Wang told them what had happened, so 
they slowly reassembled. From then on he dwelt and slept at home as before. His 
friend, named Zhang, heard and came to visit him, and seeing each other they 
exchanged regards. Wang went on to say, “Your family and mine have always been 
poor. Now I have powers that can make us rich. Could you go travelling with me?” 

Zhang said yes. 
Wang said, “I can heal without medicine and predict without divining. I’d like to 

show myself, but I’m afraid those who know me would be shocked and bewildered. 
How about I possess you and then we go?” 

Again Zhang agreed. 
So that very day they hurriedly packed and reached the border of Shanxi. They 

came upon a wealthy household with a daughter who had suffered a sudden illness 
and lapsed into a coma. All medicine and prayers had been exhausted. Zhang visited 
their house to flaunt his powers. The wealthy father only had this one daughter and, 
treasuring her more than anything, was willing to reward whoever could cure her with 
a thousand silver pieces. Zhang asked to examine her, followed the old man into her 
room and saw the girl lying there in a daze. He lifted her quilt and stroked her body, 
but the girl was unconscious. Wang secretly informed Zhang, “The soul has already 
gone. I must search for it.” 

So Zhang told the old man, “Though the illness is critical, she can be saved.” 
He asked, “What medicine does she need?” 
Zhang just said, “None. The young lady’s soul has left her body, but I’ve already 

sent a spirit to search for it.” 
After about two hours, Wang suddenly came back and all he said was it was done. 

So Zhang asked the old man to reenter the room and again stroked the girl. After a 
few moments, the girl stretched and yawned, and her eyes suddenly opened wide. 



Overjoyed, the old man caressed and questioned her. 
The girl said, “Just now I was playing in the yard when I saw a young man 

holding a catapult, shooting sparrows. Several people were leading fine horses, 
following behind him. I felt a sudden urge to flee, but I was held back roughly. The 
young man gave his catapult to me and showed me how to fire it. When I scolded him 
in embarrassment, he scooped me up onto his horse and rode away hard. He laughed 
and said: ‘I want to play with you – don’t be shy.’ After a couple of miles we reached 
a mountain. I was yelling and swearing on the horse. The youth got angry and shoved 
me off onto the roadside and there was no path for me to come back. Just then a man 
appeared, grabbed my arm and fast as a galloping horse in the blink of an eye brought 
me home, and suddenly it’s like I’ve woken from a dream.” 

The old man was amazed and sure enough handed over a thousand silver pieces. 
Wang stayed the night with Zhang planning, and they kept two hundred silver pieces 
for use on the road. All the rest he took away, knocked on his door and gave to his 
children. He ordered them to present three hundred of the silver pieces to Zhang’s 
family and only then returned. The next day, when Zhang said goodbye to the old man, 
he couldn’t see where the silver was hidden, so was even more amazed, gave Zhang 
generous gifts and saw him off. 

A few days later, Zhang met He Cai, a fellow villager, in the outskirts of the city. 
Cai liked drinking and gambling, did as little work as possible and was as poor as a 
beggar. Hearing Zhang had acquired extraordinary powers and made more money 
than he could count, Cai had rushed to find him. Wang admonished him, gave him a 
small sum and ordered him to go home. Cai didn’t change his old habits. In ten days 
he lost all the money and came looking for Zhang again. Wang, who already knew 
this would happen, said, “Cai is incorrigible and impossible to deal with – all we can 
do is bribe him to go away, even if it just postpones disaster.” 

A day later, Cai did indeed arrive and stubbornly followed them. Zhang said, “I 
always knew you would come again. Everyday boozing and gambling – how could 
even a thousand silver pieces fill such a bottomless pit? If you’ll really change your 
behaviour, I can give you one hundred silver pieces.” 

Cai promised, so Zhang poured it into a bag and gave it to him. Cai left and used 
the hundred silver pieces in the bag to gamble even more recklessly and further travel 
the narrow paths of vice, scattering cash like soil. The county sheriff was suspicious 
and arrested him; he was questioned by the officers and tortured brutally. Cai admitted 
the truth of where the silver had come from, so the sheriff dispatched his subordinate 
to take Cai with him to catch Zhang. Cai’s wounds were serious and he died en route. 
His soul didn’t forget Zhang and went again to depend on him, and so met Wang. 

One day, as they were drinking together on a beacon tower, Cai shouted crazily in 
his drunkenness. Wang tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t listen. An imperial envoy 
who had just patrolled that area heard the shouts and made a search, capturing Zhang. 
In his fear, Zhang told the truth. The imperial envoy was enraged, flogged him and 
filed a complaint to the gods. 

That night in his dream, a man in golden armour told him, “I have checked. Wang 
Lan died innocently and has now become a ghost immortal. Furthermore, healing is a 



benevolent art, so he can’t be considered an evil spirit by law. Today I have received 
the emperor’s command, to award him the post of Clearing-the-Way Envoyxciv. He 
Cai was wicked and immoral, and has already been punished by exile to the Iron 
Encircling Mountainsxcv. Zhang has committed no crime and should be pardoned.” 

The imperial envoy awoke and was amazed, then released Zhang. Zhang made 
some clothes and returned home. In his bag he kept several hundred silver pieces, half 
of which he gave respectfully to Wang’s family. Wang’s sons and grandsons from then 
on became rich. 
 

 
Hawk and Tiger Gods 

The district seat’s Dong Yue Templexcvi lies in the southern outskirts. To the left and 
right of the main gate are idols over ten feet tall, commonly called the Hawk and 
Tiger Gods. They look terrifyingly fierce. The Taoist priest of that temple, named Ren, 
always rises at cockcrow to burn incense and recite scriptures. 

A thief hid in advance among the corridors and waited for the Taoist to rise, then 
stealthily entered his bedroom to search for valuables. However, there was nothing in 
the room worth taking, except three hundred copper coins he found under the straw 
mat, which he tucked inside his pocket. He drew the bolt and left, climbing across 
Thousand Buddha Mountainxcvii. 

After hurrying south for about two hours, he had just reached the foot of the 
mountain when he saw a giant figure heading towards him from the mountainside, a 
goshawk on its left arm. Looking closer at it, he saw its face was copper-green, and it 
vaguely resembled the idol he’d often seen at the temple gate. Terrified, he kneeled 
down and trembled. 

The idol announced, “Where are you going with that stolen money?” 
More frightened than ever, the thief kowtowed repeatedly. The idol dragged him 

back into the temple, then made him empty out all the stolen money and kneel over it. 
When the Taoist finished his reciting and turned around, he was astounded. The 
robber explained everything. The Taoist took back the money and sent him away. 
 
 

Wang Cheng 
Wang Cheng was the son of a distinguished family of Pingyuan. By nature bone idle, 
day by day he sank further into poverty. He only retained a dilapidated house with a 
few rooms where he and his wife lay wrapped up in rags and argued endlessly. 

It was midsummer and the heat was scorching. Outside the village were the 
former gardens of the Zhou family, the walls all fallen down, with just one pavilion 
still standing. Many villagers had lodged there for the night and Wang was among 
them. At daybreak, the other sleepers all left. Only when the sun was high in the sky 
did Wang start to stir and ponder whether to go home or not. 

Hidden in the grass he saw a golden hairpin, and when he picked it up for a look, 
he found it was engraved in fine letters with: “Made for the Royal Guest of Honour.” 
Wang’s grandfather had been guest of honour at the palace of Prince Hengxcviii and 



many of the antique objects in his home had been of this design, so he hesitated there 
with the hairpin in his hand. 

All of a sudden an old woman came searching for the hairpin. Though Wang was 
poor, his heart was honest and he immediately gave it to her. The old woman was 
delighted and praised his virtue highly, saying, “This hairpin may not be worth much, 
but my late husband bequeathed it to me.” 

“Your husband was whom?” asked Wang. 
She replied, “The former royal guest of honour, Wang Jianzhi.” 
Wang said in surprise, “That’s my grandfather. Fancy meeting like this!” 
The old woman was also amazed. “You’re Wang Jianzhi’s grandson? I am a fox 

immortal. A hundred years ago your grandfather and I were deeply in love. Since he 
died, I’ve been a recluse. I passed here and dropped this hairpin, but luckily it fell into 
your hands – it must be fate!” 

Wang had heard before that his grandfather had a fox wife, so he believed what 
she said and invited her to visit his home. The old woman followed him there. Wang 
shouted to his wife and she came out, wearing ragged cotton clothes, looking 
famished and dejected. The old woman sighed, “Oh! That Wang Jianzhi’s grandson 
should be as poor as this!” Then, looking at the broken unused stove, she said, “With 
your home in this state, how can you earn a living?” 

Due to this dissection of their poverty, the wife began to whimper and dissolve 
into tears. The old woman gave her the hairpin, sent her to pawn it for cash to buy 
some rice, and said she would come again three days later. Wang urged her to stay. 
The old woman said, “You can’t even keep your wife alive. If I was here, sitting and 
staring up at the ceiling, what good would that be?” And so she left at once. 

Wang told his wife her story, which terrified the wife. Wang recounted her virtue 
and told his wife to treat her as a relative, and she agreed. Three days later the old 
woman did appear, and spent several silver coins on millet and wheat for each of them. 
That night she slept on the couch with Wang’s wife. At first the wife was frightened, 
but when she saw her intentions were sincere, she no longer doubted her. 

The next day, the old woman said to Wang, “Grandson, don’t be idle – you should 
start a small business. You can’t just sit around eating forever.” 

Wang told her he had no capital. The old woman said, “When your grandfather 
was alive, I could have as much silver and silk as I wanted. Because I’m a spiritual 
being, I don’t need material things, so I didn’t ask for much. I’ve still got forty taels of 
silver for cosmetics that I’ve never spent. I’ve kept it so long and it’s no use to me, so 
you can take it to buy ko-hemp clothxcix and set a date to go to the capital, where you 
can make a little profit.” 

Wang did as she said, purchased over fifty bolts and took them back. The old 
woman instructed him to quickly pack, calculating that he could reach the capital in 
six or seven days. She urged him, “Work hard and don’t be lazy, make haste and don’t 
delay; any regrets will be too late, if you’re late by just one day!” 

Wang respectfully promised and set off with the goods in a sack. Halfway there he 
ran into rain and his clothes and shoes got soaked. Having never experienced the 
hardships of the road, Wang was tired out, so he rested for a while at a hotel. 



Unexpectedly, it poured down through till evening, the rain running off the eaves in 
columns. After a night the mud was deeper than ever. Seeing travellers going past, 
trampling through the mire, sinking up to their shins, Wang shied at the difficulties. 
He waited till noon, when it started to dry, but then dark clouds gathered again and 
there was torrential rain once more. He stayed a second evening then went on. 

As he neared the capital, there was a rumour that the price of ko-hemp cloth was 
spiraling up and he was quietly delighted. Entering the city, he deposited his bags at 
an inn, but the owner told him with deep regret that he was too late. Prior to this, the 
southern route had just been cleared and ko-hemp cloth was in extremely short supply. 
The noble households were desperate to buy some, so the price soared at once, up to 
three times the normal rate. The day before they’d just purchased enough and all 
latecomers went away disappointed. The innkeeper informed Wang of this. Wang was 
utterly depressed. 

The following day there was more and more ko-hemp cloth and the price fell 
further still. Wang wasn’t willing to sell at a loss. He delayed for ten or more days, 
and as he counted the cost of bed and board, he became increasingly gloomy. The 
innkeeper urged him to change his plan and sell cheap. Wang followed his advice and 
sold the lot, at a loss of over ten taels of silver. 

Rising early, he made a plan to go home, took a look in his sack, and found the 
silver was gone. Shocked, he informed the innkeeper. The innkeeper didn’t know 
what to suggest. Someone urged Wang to complain to the authorities and demand 
compensation from the innkeeper. Wang sighed, “This is my bad luck – what’s it got 
to do with the innkeeper?” Hearing this, the innkeeper was grateful and gave him five 
ounces of silver to help him get home. 

Thinking to himself that there was no way he could face his grandmother, he hung 
around, unable to go forward or back. He happened to see some folk quail-fighting, 
betting thousands at a time. The common cost of a quail was more than one hundred 
coins. Suddenly having an idea, he calculated that the money in his sack was just 
enough to buy some quails. He talked it over with the innkeeper, who egged him on 
enthusiastically. He even invited Wang to stay without having to pay for bed or board. 
Delighted, Wang went at once, bought as many quails as he could carry and re-entered 
the city. The innkeeper was pleased and wished him a quick sale. 

That night, there was heavy rain through till dawn. By daybreak the streets were 
like rivers and it was raining as if it would never end. Wang stayed and waited for it to 
clear, but it carried on for days and still wouldn’t stop. Peering inside the cages, he 
saw the quails dying one by one. In his panic, Wang didn’t know what to do. The 
following day, more died. Only a few were left, so he put them together in one cage. 
After a night, he went for a look – only one quail remained. When he told this to the 
innkeeper, he couldn’t help bursting into tears. The innkeeper also wrung his hands. 

Realizing that his money was finished and he couldn’t go home, all Wang wanted 
was to die, but the innkeeper consoled him. He went with him to look at the quail, 
examined it carefully, and said, “This seems to be an outstanding creature. All the 
quails that died, who’s to say they weren’t killed by this one? As you have nothing 
else to do, why not train it? If it’s a good one, you could still make a living from 



gambling on it.” Wang did as he suggested. 
As soon as it was trained, the innkeeper told him to take it to the street corner and 

gamble for food and drink. The quail was extremely tough and won every time. The 
delighted innkeeper rewarded Wang with some silver and sent him off again to 
gamble against his sons and younger brothers. In three fights, he had three wins. In 
half a year, he’d saved up twenty silver pieces. Greatly relieved, he viewed the quail 
as his lifeblood. 

Meanwhile, the crown prince had a love of quail fighting and every Lantern 
Festival would mingle with the common people, allowing quail-fighters into the 
palace grounds for a tournament. The innkeeper said to Wang, “Today you could win 
a fortune. Who knows? It all depends on your destiny.” 

He carried on to relate the whole matter and led Wang along with him. He urged, 
“If you lose, then that’s just bad luck. If your bird is one in a million and it wins, the 
prince is sure to want to buy it – but don’t accept. Just hold your ground until I raise 
my head, wait for my nod and then accept.” 

Wang said, “All right.” 
At the palace, quail-fighters were crowded shoulder to shoulder at the bottom of 

the palace steps. After a short while, the prince came out of the imperial hall. His 
retinue declared, “Any fighters who are ready may ascend.” 

At once a man rushed forward and into the hall, clutching his quail. The prince 
ordered his quail to be released and the contestant also released his; one lightning leap 
and the contestant’s quail was already beaten. The prince roared with laughter. 
Presently, several contestants had ascended only to be beaten. The innkeeper said, 
“Right.” Together they ascended the stairs. 

The prince looked at the quail and said, “There’s a fury in its eyes – this one’s a 
tough bird. It won’t be easy to defeat.” 

He ordered Iron Beak to be brought out to face it. It leapt again and again until the 
prince’s quail’s wings were wrecked. He chose another of his finest and again it was 
quickly beaten. Frantic, the prince ordered the Jade Quail to be fetched from within 
the palace. Soon it was brought out, feathers white like an egret, an extraordinarily 
noble bird. Wang Cheng lost his nerve, kneeled down and begged him to stop the 
contest. He said, “Your Majesty’s quail is out of this world. I’m afraid it will injure 
my bird and destroy my business.” 

The prince laughed and said, “Release it. If it dies fighting, you’ll be generously 
compensated.” Only then did Wang release it. 

The Jade Quail rushed straight at it. When the Jade Quail approached, it crouched 
like a fighting cock and waited. When the Jade Quail pecked fiercely, it rose in the air 
like a circling crane and attacked. Advancing and retreating, soaring and swooping, 
they were locked in a stalemate while breath was heldc. The Jade Quail gradually 
weakened, but the other’s fury only intensified, its fighting only became more violent. 
Soon the snowy feathers were wrecked, the Jade Quail’s wings drooped and it fled. 
The thousands of spectators gasped in admiration. 

At this point, the prince demanded to hold Wang’s quail for himself and looked it 
over from beak to claws. He asked Wang, “Is this quail for sale?” 



Wang replied, “I’m a nobody with no property and our lives depend on each other, 
so I’m not willing to sell.” 

The prince said, “I’ll grant you a considerable price that could make you a 
middle-class man of property. Aren’t you willing?” 

Wang bowed his head in thought for a long time, then said, “In fact I’m not happy 
to sell; but since your Majesty is so keen on it, if you can let a poor man get food, 
clothing and property, then how can I refuse?” 

The prince asked his price and his answer was a thousand silver pieces. Laughing, 
the prince said, “You lunatic! What precious treasure is it, to be worth a thousand 
silver pieces?” 

Wang said, “Your Majesty may not consider it a treasure, but to me it’s worth 
more than the most precious jade.” 

“How’s that?” said the prince.  
“If I take this quail to the market, every day I can win several silver pieces, which 

I can exchange for millet. My family has more than ten mouths to feed, and if they 
never need fear cold or hunger, then what treasure can compare with it?” 

The prince said, “I don’t want to leave you short, so I’ll give you two hundred 
silver pieces.” 

Wang shook his head. He added a hundred. Wang looked at the innkeeper – his 
expression hadn’t changed. So Wang said, “If it pleases your Majesty, I can offer a 
discount of one hundred.” 

“Enough!” said the prince. “Who would give nine hundred silver pieces for a 
quail?” 

Wang put the quail in his bag and started to leave. The prince shouted, “Quail man, 
come here! I’ll give you six hundred; if you’re willing then sell; if not, that’s it.” 

Wang looked at the innkeeper again, but he was still impassive. Wang wanted to 
ask for more, but he was afraid of missing the opportunity, so he said, “I’m really not 
happy to sell at that price, but not to strike a deal would be an even greater sin. I have 
no choice but to do as your Majesty commands.” 

The prince was happy, immediately weighed out the silver and paid up. Wang 
pocketed the silver, thanked the prince and left. The innkeeper fumed, “I told you 
what to do – why did you sell yourself out so quickly? A little more bargaining and 
you would have had eight hundred silver pieces in your hand.” 

Wang went back, tossed the silver on the table and asked the innkeeper to help 
himself, but the innkeeper refused. Wang insisted, so he calculated the price of his 
food and took that. Wang purchased what he needed for the journey and returned 
home. Reaching home, he related all that had happened and took out the silver for 
celebration. The old woman ordered him to buy three hundred muci of fertile land, 
build a house and buy furniture, to regain the family’s former status. 

The old woman would rise early, make Wang supervise the ploughing and his wife 
supervise the weaving. Any sign of idleness and she would scold them. Husband and 
wife lived in peace and didn’t dare make any complaint. After three years, when the 
family was increasingly wealthy, the old woman said goodbye and started to leave. 
Both husband and wife pulled her back, their tears streaming down. Therefore the old 



woman stayed. But when the next day dawned, she had already disappeared.  
The Cryptohistorian says: Wealth always comes from hard work; only here does it 
come from idleness, or at least it’s the first time I’ve heard of it. Wang was reduced to 
utter poverty and didn’t change his noble character, thus Heaven at first made sport of 
him and finally took pity on him. That’s how laziness can result in wealth! 

 
 

Qingfeng 
The Gengs of Taiyuan formerly were an eminent family with a magnificent mansion 
residence. Later their fortunes declined and the complex of towers and buildings was 
half abandoned. Then strange things began: the hall doors would always open and 
close of their own accord, and the household often in the middle of the night were 
frightened into uproar. Geng was worried sick by it and moved to a villa, leaving 
behind one old gateman. From then on the place became even more neglected. 
Sometimes laughing and voices or the sound of singing and music could be heard. 

Geng had a nephew, Qubing, who was unruly and headstrong. He urged the old 
man if he heard or saw anything, to rush and tell him. That night, he saw lamplight 
flickering in the towers and ran to report to Qubing. Qubing wanted to go in to 
observe the anomaly and wouldn’t listen to attempts to stop him. 

He had long been familiar with the layout, so he just pushed aside the long grass 
and wound his way in. Climbing the floors, there was nothing strange at all, but as he 
passed through the building, he heard the whispering of voices. Stealthily prying, he 
saw a pair of huge candles burning as bright as day. A man in a scholar’s hat sat facing 
south, opposite a woman, both of them over forty. Towards the east was a young man, 
perhaps twenty or so; on the right a girl, just come of age. Wine and steaks filled the 
table, and those sitting around were laughing and talking. Qubing burst in and cried 
with a laugh, “Here’s an uninvited guest!” 

They all rushed for cover in shock. Only the older man came out and shouted in 
rebuke, “Who are you, entering a person’s private chambers?” 

“These are my family’s chambers and you’ve occupied them,” said Qubing. 
“Drinking aromatic wine yourself and not inviting the owner, is that not too stingy?” 

The man examined him closely and said, “You’re not the owner.” 
Qubing said, “I’m the wayward scholar Geng Qubing, the owner’s nephew.” 
Respectfully, the old man said, “I’ve long admired your fame!” So he bowed and 

asked the scholar in, then called his household to change the food. Qubing stopped 
him, so the man poured some wine for his guest. 

“Our families are close – those seated here need not withdraw,” said the scholar. 
“Pray invite them back to drink.” 

The man cried, “Xiao’er!” Presently the young man came in from outside. The 
man said, “This is my whelp of a son.” They bowed and sat, briefly enquiring into 
family backgrounds. The old man volunteered, “My foster-father’s name was Foxcii.” 

Qubing, being uninhibited by nature, made conversation merrily and Xiao’er was 
also casually charming. Speaking their feelings freely, they were delighted to become 
acquainted. The scholar was twenty-one, two years Xiao’er’s senior, so he took him as 



his younger brother. 
The old man said, “I’ve heard your grandfather compiled the ‘Unofficial History 

of Tushan’. Do you know it?” 
He replied, “I do.” 
The old man said, “I’m a descendant of the Tushan line. I still can recall the 

family tree from the Tang dynasty onwards, but up to the Five Dynasties there’s no 
record. I hope you can impart some teaching to us.” 

The scholar briefly described the achievements of the Tushan maiden ciii  in 
assisting Yu, embellishing it with many fine words, wonderful sentences gushing forth 
like a spring. In great delight, the old man said to his son, “Today we’re lucky to hear 
what we’ve never heard before. The young master is not a stranger. You can ask your 
mother and Qingfeng to come and listen to this together, and let them know our 
ancestor’s virtue too.” 

Xiao’er went through the blind. Soon, the woman came out together with the girl. 
A careful look revealed the girl’s delicate beauty, her limpid eyes full of intelligence – 
she was a beauty like none on earth. The old man pointed at the woman, saying, “This 
is the thorn in my side.” Again he pointed at the girl, “This is Qingfeng, your humble 
servant’s niece. She’s rather intelligent, whatever she hears or sees she never forgets, 
so I’ve called her here to listen.” 

When the scholar finished talking, he drank and stared at the girl, fixing his eyes 
on her. As soon as the girl sensed it, she bowed her head. The scholar secretly stepped 
on her dainty toes and the girl hurriedly withdrew her feet, but wasn’t annoyed. The 
scholar’s mind soared and he couldn’t control himself. He clapped the table and said, 
“If I had a wife like this, I wouldn’t swap places with a king!” 

Seeing the scholar was getting drunk and ever more unruly, the woman rose with 
the girl, hurriedly parted the blind and left. The scholar was disappointed, so said 
goodbye to the old man and went out. But his heart was captivated and he couldn’t 
forget his feelings for Qingfeng. 

When night came he went again – her orchid fragrance still lingered and he waited 
unmoving all night, but it was silent without even a cough. He went home and, 
hankering after another meeting, consulted his wife about taking their family and 
living there. His wife wouldn’t comply, so the scholar went by himself and read at a 
lower floor. That night, as he leant on the table, a ghost with unbound hair entered, its 
face as black as pitch, and stared at the scholar with wide eyes. The scholar laughed, 
stuck his fingers in the ink-well and painted himself, then stared back with a 
penetrating gaze. The ghost left in shame. 

Late the next night, he had put out the candle and was about to sleep when he 
heard the loosening of a latch at the back of the building and the sound of an opening 
door. Quickly getting up to take a peek, he found the door was ajar. Presently he heard 
the sound of tiny feet and there was candlelight coming out from a room. Peering in, 
he saw Qingfeng. All of a sudden seeing the scholar, she was shocked and retreated, 
hurriedly shutting the double door. The scholar knelt down and made a speech, “Truly 
for your sake, I shrink from no peril. Thankfully there’s no one around. If I could hold 
your hand once and make you smile, I’d die with no regrets.” 



The girl said through the door, “Do you think I don’t know the sincerity of your 
feelings? It’s just my uncle’s rules are very strict, so I daren’t do as you want.” 

The scholar continued to plead with her, saying, “I don’t presume to hope for 
bodily contact – just a look at your face would be enough.” 

The girl seemed to be willing, as she opened the door and came out, grabbing his 
arm and pulling him up. The scholar was over the moon, and together they entered the 
lower floor, where he embraced her and took her on his knee. The girl said, “Luckily 
fate has brought us together, but after this night, longing for each other will be to no 
avail.” 

“Why’s that?” he asked. 
“Uncle is afraid of your unruliness, so he made up as a fierce ghost to frighten you, 

but you weren’t fazed. Now he has already chosen to live in another place and the 
whole family has moved our things to the new place. I’ve stayed behind to keep watch, 
but tomorrow I depart.” Having said this, she wanted to go, saying, “I fear uncle will 
return.” 

The scholar forced her to stay and wanted to make love to her. Just as he was 
stating his case, the old man sneaked in. The girl was ashamed and scared, and with 
nowhere to hide, hung her head beside the bed, fingering her sash silently. The old 
man said angrily, “Cheap chambermaid! You disgrace my family name. If you don’t 
leave at once, I’ll whip you from behind.” 

The girl dropped her head and quickly left, and the old man also went out. The 
scholar followed them and listened, hearing all manner of curses and abuse and the 
sound of Qingfeng whimpering and sobbing. Cut to the quick, the scholar shouted out, 
“It’s my fault. What’s it got to do with Qingfeng? If you’ll pardon her, I’ll gladly 
suffer any punishment!” 

All was silent for a long time, so he went home to sleep. From then on there were 
no more noises from the mansion. The scholar’s uncle heard and was amazed by it, 
and was willing to sell the house to him with no quibbling over the price. The scholar 
was delighted, took his family and moved there. He lived there very comfortably for 
more than a year, but never for a moment did he forget Qingfeng. 

On Qingming he happened to be returning home from sweeping the tombs when 
he saw two small foxes being chased by hounds. One of them fled across the 
wasteland, while the other ran in panic along the road. Spotting the scholar, it hung 
close to him, howling pitifully, its ears pinned back and head hung, as if begging for 
his help. Taking pity on it, the scholar opened up his robe girdle, picked it up and 
carried it home. Closing the door, he placed it on the bed and it was Qingfeng. In 
great joy, he consoled her. The girl said, “Just now I was playing with my maid when 
we encountered that disaster. If not for you, I would be dead in a hound’s belly. I hope 
you won’t hate me for not being of your kind.” 

“Everyday I yearn for you,” said the scholar, “and my soul longs for you in my 
dreams. Seeing you, my darling, is like finding a rare treasure. How can you mention 
hate?” 

The girl said, “This is destiny. If not for this accident, how would we have met? 
But it’s lucky – my maid must think I’m dead, so I can keep my eternal vow to you.” 



The scholar was overjoyed and housed her in another building. 
After two years or so, the scholar was reading at night when Xiao’er suddenly 

entered. The scholar stopped reading and asked him in amazement why he’d come. 
Xiao’er prostrated himself on the floor and said miserably, “My father has had an 
unexpected calamity. No one can save him but you. He was going to call on you 
himself to beseech you, but he was afraid you wouldn’t let him in, so I’ve come 
instead.” 

“What’s the matter?” he asked. 
“Do you know Mo Sanlang?” 
“He’s the son of my peerciv.” 
Xiao’er said, “Tomorrow he’ll pass here. If he’s carrying a fox he’s hunted, I hope 

you’ll ask to keep it.” 
“The shame from downstairs is burnt into my memory,” said the scholar. “I don’t 

wish to know about others’ affairs. If you insist on me doing the little I can, I’ll only 
do it if Qingfeng comes.” 

Shedding tears, Xiao’er said, “Sister Feng died in the wild three years ago.” 
The scholar flicked his sleeve and said, “In that case, my hate just grows deeper!” 

Holding his scroll and chanting loudly, he paid him no attention at all. Xiao’er rose, 
cried himself hoarse, covered his face and left. 

The scholar went to Qingfeng’s place and told her what had happened. Turning 
pale, the girl said, “And will you save him or not?” 

“If I can, I’ll save him,” he said. “Just now, refusing to promise was merely 
payback for him crossing me before.” 

So the girl said in delight, “As a young orphan, I relied on my uncle when I was 
growing up. Though before he committed an offence, that was according to the family 
rules.” 

The scholar said, “That may be true, but it’s impossible not to take it to heart. If 
you were really dead, darling, I certainly wouldn’t help him.” 

“Heartless!” laughed the girl. 
The next day, Mo Sanlang did indeed come, with engraved bridles and tiger-skin 

bowcases and a grand following of servants. The scholar met him at the gate. He saw 
the catch of game was manifold, and among them one black fox, dark red blood 
covering its fur and hide. Its skin and flesh were still warm to the touch. So, claiming 
his fur coat was tatty, he begged to have it for stitching on patches. Mo generously 
presented it as a gift. The scholar at once handed it over to Qingfeng, then drank with 
his guests. 

When the guests had gone, the girl hugged the fox to her bosom and after three 
days it revived. Passing through stages, it again transformed into the old man. Raising 
his eyes and seeing Qingfeng, he thought he was no longer in the land of the living. 
The girl recounted her situation. Then the old man bowed down and shamefully 
apologized for his previous transgressions. Turning to the girl in delight, he said, “I 
always said you weren’t dead, and now I know I was right.” 

The girl said to the scholar, “If you cherish me, then pray let him use the tower 
residence, so that I can show gratitude for him bringing me up.” The scholar promised. 



The old man shamefacedly thanked him, said goodbye and left. 
That night, the whole family did indeed come. From then on they were like family 

or father and son, with no more suspicion. The scholar stayed in his study, where 
Xiao’er often came to talk and drink with him. The scholar’s son by his wife 
gradually grew up, so he let Xiao’er instruct him – he proved good at teaching 
systematically and had a teacherly manner. 
 
 

Painted Skin 
Scholar Wang of Taiyuan was out on a morning walk when he came across a young 
lady, who was clutching a bundle and rushing along on her own with great difficulty 
at every step. Hurrying over and catching up with her, he found she was a pretty 
sixteen-year-old and he fell in love with her at once. “Why are you out walking all 
alone so early in the morning?” he asked. 

The girl said, “A passer-by can’t solve my worries, so why bother to ask?” 
“What worries, my dear?” said the scholar. “If there’s any service I can render, I’ll 

spare no effort.” 
Gloomily, the girl said, “Because my parents coveted costly gifts, they sold me as 

a concubine to a wealthy family. The wife’s so jealous she curses me by day and beats 
me at night. The humiliation’s unbearable. All I can do is flee far away.” 

“To where?” 
“For a fugitive, any port in a storm will do.” 
The scholar said, “My humble abode isn’t far. May I trouble you to honour me 

with a visit?” Delighted, the girl complied. 
The scholar carried her bundle of things and led her back with him. Seeing the 

house empty, the girl asked, “Don’t you have any family?” 
He replied, “It’s just my study.” 
“This place is perfect,” said the girl. “If you take pity on me and let me live, we 

must keep this a total secret.” 
The scholar promised. Then he slept with her. He let her hide in a secret room and 

several days passed without anyone knowing. The scholar mentioned her vaguely to 
his wife. The wife, Chen, suspecting she was an escaped concubine from an important 
family, urged him to get rid of her. Wang wouldn’t listen. 

It happened that he went to market, where he met a Taoist, who stared at him in 
astonishment. The Taoist asked, “What have you run into?” 

“Nothing,” replied Wang. 
The Taoist said, “An evil aura hovers over you – how can you say ‘nothing’?” 
The scholar again strongly denied it. 
At this the Taoist left, saying, “Deluded! It just shows there are people in this 

world who won’t wake up even on the verge of death.” 
The strangeness of these words caused the scholar to doubt the girl. But then he 

thought how could such a manifest beauty be in any way evil, and guessed the Taoist 
made a living by pretending to perform exorcisms. 

Soon he reached his study gate, but it was blocked from within and he couldn’t 



enter. Suspicious that something was going on, he went over the fallen-down wall. 
However, the study door was also locked. Tiptoeing over and peering in the window, 
he saw a hideous demon with a jade-green face and teeth jagged as a saw. It had 
spread a human skin out on the couch and was painting it with coloured brushes. 
When it was done, the demon cast aside the brushes, held up the skin like it was 
shaking down clothes, wrapped it round its body, and at once it was transformed into 
the girl. 

Seeing this, Wang was terrified. He slunk away on all fours. In a panic he ran to 
find the Taoist, but the Taoist had gone. He searched everywhere and found him out in 
the countryside, then kneeled down and begged for his help. The Taoist said, “If you 
want, I’ll get rid of it. But this creature also suffers much until it finds someone to 
replace it and I can’t bear to take its life.” So he gave his fly-whisk to the scholar and 
told him to hang it above the bedroom door. As they were parting, they arranged to 
meet at Qingdi Templecv. 

The scholar went home, but didn’t dare to enter his study, and slept instead in the 
inner rooms, first hanging up the whisk. After a couple of hours, he heard muffled 
noises outside the door, and being too scared to look for himself, told his wife to take 
a peek. What she saw was the girl coming, staring at the whisk and not daring to enter, 
just standing there and gnashing her teeth. After a long time, she left. But soon she 
returned. Cursing, she said, “That Taoist’s trying to scare me. But there’s no way I’m 
spitting out what’s already in my mouth!” 

Taking the whisk and tearing it up, she smashed through the bedroom door. 
Climbing straight onto the scholar’s bed, she tore open his abdomen, scooped out his 
heart, and left. The wife wailed. A servant-girl came in with a candle – Wang was 
dead and blood from the cavity was scattered everywhere. Chen snivelled in silence, 
not daring to make a sound. 

The next day she told Wang’s younger brother to hurry and inform the Taoist. The 
Taoist raged, “I took pity on it, but that demon still dares to do that!” At once he 
followed the scholar’s brother. 

The girl had already gone from the house. After a time, the Taoist raised his head 
to gaze around, and said, “Luckily it hasn’t fled far.” And he asked, “Whose home is 
in the southern courtyard?” 

“That’s my place,” said the brother. 
The Taoist said, “It’s in your house now.” 
Stunned, the brother couldn’t believe it. The Taoist asked him, “Has anybody you 

don’t know come round?” 
He replied, “Early this morning I rushed off to Qingdi Temple, so I’m really not 

sure. Let me go home and ask.” He went and soon returned, saying, “There really is 
someone. This morning an old woman came hoping to be hired as a head servant and 
my wife retained her. She’s still there now.” 

The Taoist said, “That’s the creature.” 
Straightaway they went together. Brandishing a wooden sword in the centre of the 

yard, the Taoist yelled, ‘Evil demon! Come and pay me for my whisk!” 
Inside the house, the old woman turned pale in fright and tried to escape out the 



door. The Taoist pursued and attacked her. The old woman fell, her skin splitting and 
peeling off. She changed into a fierce demon and lay there, shrieking like a pig. The 
Taoist used his wooden sword to slice off its head – its body dissolved into dense 
smoke that swirled around the yard in mounds. The Taoist took out a calabash, pulled 
out its stopper, and placed it in the midst of the smoke – there was a flurry like a 
mouth sucking in air, and in an instant the smoke had disappeared. The Taoist stopped 
up the calabash and put it in his bag. Everyone examined the skin – it had eyes, 
eyebrows, fingers, feet, every feature perfect and complete. The Taoist rolled it up like 
he was rolling up a scroll, bagged it too, then turned to go. 

Chen threw herself before him at the gate and begged him in tears to somehow 
bring her husband back to life. The Taoist apologized that he couldn’t. Chen wept all 
the more, lay flat on the ground and wouldn’t get up. The Taoist pondered, then said, 
“My powers are limited and I really can’t raise the dead. But I’ll suggest a man who 
possibly could. Going and pleading with him might prove effective.” 

“What man?” she asked. 
“In the market there’s a lunatic who sometimes lies in the muck. Try kneeling and 

imploring him. If he humiliates you, don’t get angry, though.” 
The brother already knew of him, so he went with his sister-in-law, taking leave of 

the Taoist. They saw the beggar singing dementedly in the street, mucus dangling 
down three feet from his nose, too filthy to approach. Chen crawled on her knees 
before him. The beggar laughed, and said, “Does the beauty love me?” 

Chen told him what had happened. Again he roared with laughter and said, “Any 
man will do for a husband – why save his life?” 

Chen continued to implore him. So he said, “Strange! A man dies and she begs me 
for his life. Am I the king of the underworld?” And in a rage he struck Chen with his 
stick. 

Chen bit her lip and bore it. The people in the market gradually crowded round in 
a wall. The beggar coughed up a handful of spittle and phlegm and raised it towards 
Chen’s lips, saying, “Eat it!” 

Chen’s face flushed with embarrassment. However, remembering the Taoist’s 
words, she forced it down. She felt it slide into her throat, clot like a ball of cotton, 
then drop haltingly to settle and congeal in her chest. The beggar guffawed, “The 
beauty loves me!” Then he got up and walked away, without looking back. 

Chen tailed him right into a temple. She asked for him urgently but no one knew 
where he was. She made a thorough search all round but he had disappeared without a 
trace, so, angry and ashamed, she went home. Grieving over the cruelty of her 
husband’s death and ruing the shame of eating saliva, she tossed her head with 
mournful tears, wanting only to die at once. 

When the time came to put the body in the coffin, the servants just stood there and 
stared, not daring to go near. Chen hugged the corpse and replaced the entrails, crying 
as she tidied them up. She sobbed herself hoarse – suddenly she started to throw up. 
She felt the object stuck in her diaphragm surge up and out, and before she could turn 
away it had fallen in the middle of the cavity. She stared in shock – it was a human 
heart, beating away in the cavity like it might leap out, heat and steam rising up like 



smoke. 
She was amazed. Desperately closing the cavity with both hands, she hugged him 

as tight as she could. When she relaxed, a breath of life came out from the crack, so 
she split some silk and hurriedly bound him. As she stroked the corpse, it gradually 
became warm. She covered him with a quilt. In the middle of the night she lifted it for 
a look – breath was coming from the nostrils. By daybreak, he was wholly alive. He 
was able to say, “It was as if I was in a dream, and the only feeling was a faint pain.” 

They checked the wound and found a scab like a coin, which soon healed. 
 
The Cryptohistorian says: How stupid people are! What is manifestly evil, they regard 
as beautiful. Deluded idiots! What is manifestly true, they regard as nonsense. A man 
lusts after a woman’s looks and snares her, so his wife must eat another’s spit and like 
it. The ways of Heaven are reciprocal – what goes around, comes around – but stupid 
deluded people don’t cotton on. What a shame! 
 
 

The Merchant’s Son 
A certain merchant of Chu was away on business. As his wife slept alone, she dreamt 
she was having intercourse with someone. Waking up, she touched him and found he 
was a small fellow. Noting that the love-making was different to a man’s, she knew he 
must be a fox. Before long, he got off the bed and disappeared without the door even 
opening. 

Towards dusk, she asked the old kitchen maid to accompany her. She had a son 
aged ten who usually slept on another bed and she also invited him to stay together 
with them. In the middle of the night, when the old maid and the son were both asleep, 
the fox came again. The wife murmured as if sleep-talking. The old maid sensed this, 
shouted at it, then the fox left. 

From then on, the mother was distracted as if missing something. Reaching night, 
she didn’t dare to put out the candles and warned her son not to sleep too soundly. 
Deep in the night, the son and maid rested on the wall and snoozed. When they awoke, 
the mother was gone and they thought she had gone out to urinate. Having waited a 
long time for her to return, they began to wonder. 

The maid was scared and didn’t dare go to search. Holding a torch, the son looked 
all over for her and, reaching another room, he found his mother lying naked in the 
middle. Even when he went near to help her up, she didn’t shrink in shame. From then 
on, she went crazy – singing, weeping, shouting, cursing, each day undergoing myriad 
changes. 

At night she hated to stay with others and slept in a separate bed, her son and maid 
both sent out. Whenever the son heard his mother laughing and talking, he would get 
up to look by torchlight. His mother would rebuke him angrily, but he didn’t take it to 
heart, so everyone praised his bravery. However, he played wantonly all day, piling up 
bricks and stones over the windows in the style of a plasterer, and wouldn’t be 
stopped. If anyone took away a stone, he would roll on the ground with a pampered 
wailing, so no one dared touch them. 



After several days, both windows were blocked up and there was no light at all. 
When that was done, he filled in the wall holes with mud, working away the whole 
day, not fearing fatigue. When the plastering was done, with nothing left to do, he 
took a kitchen knife and sharpened it. Those who saw him all abhorred this mischief 
and thought it inhuman. 

At midnight, he hid the knife on his person and used a dipper to cover the lamp. 
He waited for his mother to talk in her sleep, quickly uncovered the lamp, blocked the 
door and shouted out. For a long time nothing strange happened, so he left the door 
and made threats, pretending he was about to search. All of a sudden a creature like a 
wildcat burst towards the door crack. He quickly struck it, but only cut off its tail, 
about two inches worth, still dripping with blood. 

At first, when he raised the lamp up, his mother began to swear at him, but it was 
as if he didn’t hear. Not getting a clean hit, he went to sleep reproaching himself. But 
he thought to himself, though he hadn’t killed it, if they were lucky it wouldn’t come 
back. When it was light, he saw the blood trail going away across the garden wall. He 
followed it into the He family’s garden. That night it really did stop and the boy was 
quietly delighted. However, the mother lay vacant as if dead. 

Before long the merchant returned home and approached the couch to greet his 
wife. She abused him rudely, treating him like an enemy. The son apprised him of the 
situation. The old man was startled and sent for a doctor to treat her. The wife poured 
away the medicine and abused him loudly. Secretly they mixed medicine in with her 
tea and after several days she gradually calmed down. Father and son were both 
delighted. 

One night, when they woke from sleep, the wife was missing. Father and son 
again found her in another room. From then on she was mad once more and didn’t 
want to share a room with her husband. Towards dusk, she would rush to another 
room. When she was dragged back, she would swear ever more violently. The old 
man was helpless, except to lock the other room’s door. When the wife rushed there, 
the door opened of its own accord. The old man was worried sick by it and tried all 
manner of prayers and exorcisms, but none were in the least effective. 

Near dusk the boy secretly entered the He family’s garden and lay in the thick 
grass in order to find out where the foxes were. When the moon had newly risen, he 
suddenly heard people talking. Silently pushing aside the grass stalks, he saw two 
people coming drinking, plus one long-bearded servant carrying a flagon, his clothes 
old and brown. Their voices were all muted and difficult to pick out. After a while, he 
heard one of them say, “Tomorrow you can bring a bottle of spirits.” 

A moment later, they both went, leaving only the long-bearded one, who took off 
his clothes and lay on the yard stones. Examining him, it could be seen that his limbs 
were all like a person’s, but a tail hung down behind. The boy wanted to go home, but 
was afraid the fox would sense it, so he lay there prone the whole night. When it was 
still not light, he again heard the two returning separately and entering the bamboo 
grove, murmuring as they went. Only then did the son go back. His father asked him 
where he’d gone and he replied, “I slept at uncle’s house.” 

Following his father to the market, he saw a fox tail hanging in a hat shop and 



begged his father to buy it. The old man paid no attention to him. The boy pulled at 
his father’s clothes and made a spoilt clamour. The old man couldn’t bear to overrule 
him and bought it. As the father traded in the marketplace, the boy played at his side. 
While his father’s attention was elsewhere, he stole some money and left, purchased 
some spirits and placed it in the shop gallery. 

He had an uncle living in the town who usually worked as a hunter. The boy 
hurried to his home, but his uncle had gone out. His aunt asked about his mother’s 
illness and he replied, “The last few days she’s been a bit better. But now because of 
mice chewing our clothes, she’s crying furiously again, so she sent me to beg for 
some poison.” 

His aunt picked up some from the cabinet, took out a coin’s worth and wrapped it 
up for him. However, it was less than he wanted. His aunt went to make some noodle 
soup for him. Seeing the room was empty, the boy himself took out the poison pouch, 
stole as much as he could hold and pocketed it. Then he hurried to tell his aunt not to 
light the fire, saying, “Father’s waiting in the market. There’s no time to eat.” Then he 
left and secretly put the poison in the spirits. He strolled around the market, only 
returning home at dusk. When his father asked him where he’d been, he gave the 
excuse of being at his uncle’s house. 

From then on, the boy wandered around the marketplace and shops by day. One 
day, he saw the long-bearded one mingling among the crowds. The boy watched him 
carefully and secretly stuck close by him. Gradually striking up a conversation, the 
boy asked him where he lived. He replied, “North Village.” 

He also questioned the boy and the boy lied, “A cavern.” 
Long-beard wondered why he lived in a cavern. The boy laughed and said, “My 

ancestors have all lived in cave-dwellings – haven’t yours?” 
The other was even more startled and asked his family name. The boy said, “I’m a 

member of the Fox family. Once in some place I saw you following two young gents. 
Have you forgotten it?” 

That one examined him closely and seemed unsure whether to believe it or not. 
The boy opened his lower robe slightly, revealing a tiny part of his fake tail, and said, 
“Our kind can mingle in among people – it’s just a shame that this thing still 
remains.” 

The other asked, “What have you come to the market for?” 
The boy said, “My father sent me for spirits.” The other also said spirits and the 

boy asked, “Have you bought any?” 
“My people are all poor, so usually I have to steal.” 
“This business is really difficult,” said the boy. “It leaves me in constant fear.” 
The other said, “It’s the master’s orders. It must be done.” 
So the boy asked, “Who’s your master?” 
He replied, “The two young brothers you saw before. One’s having an affair with 

a wife of the Wang family in the north suburbs and one’s sleeping at the home of an 
old man in East Village. That old man’s son is really horrid. The master’s tail was 
chopped off and he took ten days to recover. Now he can go out again.” Having said 
that, he was about to part, saying, “I mustn’t forget my business.” 



The boy said, “Stealing’s hard. It’s not as easy as buying. I’ve already bought 
some and stored it in the gallery. Allow me to present it to you. I’ve still got some 
spare change in my pocket. Don’t worry about it.” 

The other was ashamed he had nothing to repay him. The boy said, “We’re all the 
same kind – how could I begrudge this small amount? When you’re free, I must have 
a good drinking session with you.” So, as they left together, the boy took the spirits 
and handed it to him, and then went home. 

That night, the mother actually slept soundly and didn’t go rushing around. He 
knew there was something up and told his father to go with him to check, and indeed 
they found two foxes dead in the pavilion and one fox dead among the grass, its snout 
still dripping with blood. The bottle of spirits was still there – they took it and shook it, 
finding it not finished. The father asked in amazement, “Why not tell me before?” 

The boy said, “These creatures are so cunning. One word and they would have 
known it all.” 

The father said in delight, “My boy’s a fox-conquering mastermindcvi.” 
And so father and son carried the foxes home. They saw one fox had half a tail, 

the knife scar still striking. From then on all was calm. Though the wife was severely 
emaciated, her mind gradually cleared. Only her coughing got worse, regularly 
making her spit out several litres of phlegm, before she later recovered. 

Mrs Wang of the north suburbs had formerly been plagued by a fox; upon asking 
her, they found out the fox had stopped and her illness was also cured. The old man 
from then on considered his son special and taught him to ride and shoot. Later he 
rose to be a military commander. 



Explanatory notes 
                                                        
i This prologue is a virtuoso piece of prose, often elliptical and abstruse, yet offering important 
insights into the mind and motivation of the author. Almost every line includes a classic quotation 
or literary allusion, with particular reference to Taoist philosophy, Confucian aphorisms and 
Buddhist belief, plus nods to a variety of famous poets and historians. I hope the reader can excuse 
my clumsy attempt to render this elegant passage into English. 
ii This points to Qu Yuan, the first great poet of China, reputed to have drowned himself in the 
Miluo River in 278 BC. A noble of the state of Chu, before his exile he held important titles like 
Master of the Three Clans, giving him jurisdiction over the three aristocratic clans of the Chu 
kingdom. After he was slandered and exiled to the south, he wrote some of the greatest poetry in 
Chinese literature, including the epic poem Li Sao, a lament recounting his banishment and 
describing his shamanistic spirit journeys with various spirits and deities.  
iii This refers to Li He, a famous poet of the Tang dynasty who died at a young age. His poetry 
was known for its unique and unearthly style, in which he often explored supernatural and 
shamanistic themes, leading him to be dubbed the ‘Ghost of Poetry’. He was described as being 
lean with a monobrow and long finger-nails. 
iv The music of heaven is a concept from the Taoist philosopher Zhuangzi, originally referring to 
the spontaneous sounds of nature, but later also applied to great works of heart-felt poetry. 
v Here the author refers to himself by a shortened version of his given name. 
vi Gan Bao was a 4th century court historian who compiled an influential record of legends, omens 
and supernatural events titled Soushenji (Seeking the Supernatural). 
vii This refers to Su Shi, a great poet and essayist of the Song dynasty who was exiled to 
Huangzhou for six years due to his opposition to the dominant political faction of the time. While 
there he is reported to have encouraged people to tell him stories of ghosts and other supernatural 
phenomena. 
viii Ancient accounts record that among the Yue tribes people cut their hair short and tattooed their 
bodies, which were practices alien to traditional culture of the central Chinese plains. 
ix Chinese legend describes a land in the south of present-day China where people’s heads sprout 
wings and fly around independent of the body. 
x Five Fathers Junction is the name of a place in Shandong, from which comes the rumour 
reported in classical histories that Confucius was really the product of an affair between his 
mother and his uncle. 
xi Three Lives Rock refers to a well-known tale of reincarnation from the Tang dynasty, which 
particularly points to special predestined relationships between people. 
xii This is an adapted quote from The Analects of Confucius, meaning that Pu Songling’s words 
should not be dismissed simply because of his low position in life. 
xiii The original text actually uses the phrase “suspended bow”, referring to the ancient tradition of 
hanging a bow beside the door to signal the birth of a boy. 
xiv This refers to a Buddhist priest who came from India to China to attempt the conversion of 
Emperor Wudi of the Liang dynasty. Failing in this, he sat facing a wall for nine years. Here it 
points to Buddhist monks in general. 
xv The six paths are a Buddhist concept, meaning the six different realms of existence, that of 
tortured souls in hell, hungry ghosts, animals, demi-gods, humans and gods. 
xvi Records of the Underworld was a cryptohistory compiled by Liu Yiqing, a 5th century prince, 
historian and writer. 
xvii Solitary Indignation was the title of an essay by the philosopher Han Fei from the 3rd century 
BC bemoaning official corruption and incompetence. 
xviii This is a reference to a poem by the great Tang dynasty poet Du Fu titled Dreaming of Li Bai 
in which Du Fu describes Li Bai’s soul as passing through green forests and dark frontiers at night 
to appear in Du Fu’s dreams. 
xix Kangxi was the era name of the Qing emperor who reigned from 1661 to 1722. The year jiwei 
of the traditional Chinese calendar corresponds in this case with 1679 AD. 
xx Scholars successful in the imperial exams at the local level could receive a government stipend 
and certain privileges, while those successful in the provincial or national exams would be given a 
government post. 
xxi Each province had an education officer who would visit each locality to supervise the imperial 



                                                                                                                                                               
exams. 
xxii Guan Yu was a celebrated general of the Three Kingdoms period who became revered as a 
deity after his death in 220 AD. In popular belief he was particularly known for enforcing justice 
in the afterlife. 
xxiii According to traditional Chinese belief, each city and its people were protected by a deity 
called the cheng huang, or city god. It was thought people of upstanding moral character could 
become gods after death. 
xxiv The Chaos referred to here is the upheaval surrounding the end of the Ming dynasty and 
establishment of the Qing dynasty in 1644. In the years before and after this change of dynasty, 
rebellions were frequent and bloody. 
xxv Tao Yin, a series of breathing exercises, body movements and meditation, was a forerunner of 
qigong and tai chi. Practitioners believe it can channel their energies and deepen their 
consciousness. 
xxvi Activities such as Tao Yin that are designed to prolong life and cultivate one’s essence are 
considered a form of internal alchemy, capable of producing an elixir of life. 
xxvii Yangxin County is located in Shandong. The incident described in this account is also 
recorded in the annals of Yangxin County from that time. 
xxviii The original text says “the sound of the wooden fish”. The wooden fish was a percussion 
instrument made from a hollow wooden block and used by Buddhist priests to beat rhythm when 
chanting scriptures. 
xxix Song Yushu (1614-1673 AD) was a celebrated poet of the early Qing period who also became 
an important government official. 
xxx The festival of Qingming, otherwise known as Tomb-Sweeping Day, falls around April 5th 
each year. During this period, people return to their hometown to visit the tombs of their ancestors, 
sweeping them clean and making offerings to the souls of the departed. 
xxxi According to legend, Lotus City is an abode of immortals, not an earthly place. 
xxxii The Golden Light Sutra is an important Buddhist text written in Sanskrit and first translated 
into Chinese in the 5th century AD. 
xxxiii This line is a quote from the Book of Songs, the most ancient collection of Chinese poetry. 
xxxiv Successful candidates in the imperial exams at the local, provincial and national levels 
received titles that we might translate as Bachelor, Master and Doctor of Letters respectively. 
xxxv Zen Master Baozhi (418-514 AD) was a monk of the Northern and Southern Dynasties period 
renowned for his miraculous gifts, such as second sight and the ability to appear in more than one 
place at a time. 
xxxvi The shan xiao or mountain bogey is variously described in Chinese legend as a small demon 
with one foot or a large black creature with huge strength. This account clearly points to the latter. 
xxxvii Liugou (Willow Ditch) Temple is situated on the lower reaches of South Mountain, which 
lies about ten miles south of Zichuan, the author’s hometown. 
xxxviii The traditional colour of mourning in China is white. Mourners would wear white hempen 
robes and head coverings, but to enter another’s house in mourning garments was taboo, being 
considered very inauspicious. 
xxxix Foxes were considered supernatural creatures and were blamed for many inexplicable 
phenomena, including sleep paralysis as in this account. In this instance they are similar to the 
mare of Germanic folklore, a malicious being that rides on people’s chests while they sleep, from 
which the word nightmare comes. 
xl The Board of Punishments was one of six ministries that formed the central government in 
imperial China. Li Huaxi was a military leader at the end of the Ming dynasty who was then 
appointed as Minister of Punishments after the establishment of the Qing dynasty. 
xli Traditionally in China, when men reached the age of twenty, they would be given a courtesy 
name to mark their coming of age, while women might receive one upon their marriage. 
xlii In the past each village in China would have a shrine to a local god of the land. The local god 
was a low-level deity chiefly held responsible for raising the fertility of the land in the local area. 
xliii Wu Town and Zhaoyuan County are located in the eastern Shandong peninsula. 
xliv In China it is traditional to burn paper made to resemble money as an offering to the dead. 
xlv The Monthly Ordinances are a set of verses from the ancient Book of Rites that prescribe the 
correct rituals to be held in each month of the year. This short poem given here mimics the form of 



                                                                                                                                                               
the Monthly Ordinances while mocking the misadventures of the poor recluse. 
xlvi According to traditional Chinese belief, there is a peach garden in Heaven belonging to the 
Queen Mother of the West where peaches of immortality grow the whole year round. 
xlvii The White Lotus Society was a religious and political sect with a mix of Buddhist and Taoist 
beliefs that dated back to at least the Song dynasty and was involved in various uprisings during 
the following Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties. 
xlviii Located on the coastline of the Shandong Peninsula, Mount Lao is considered one of the 
birthplaces of religious Taoism with many legends of Taoist immortals being found there and 
numerous Taoist temples. 
xlix Chang’er is the Moon Goddess in Chinese mythology. According to legend, she was banished 
to the moon for stealing the elixir of immortality, where she resides in the Palace of the Moon. 
l This was a dance that originated in the Western Liang dynasty (555-587) and became popular as 
a palace dance during the Tang dynasty (618-907). 
li The following is an over-the-top parody of a formal legal judgement, full of arcane references 
and literary euphemisms for sex, such as “the altar of cloud and rain” and “the land of warmth and 
tenderness”. 
lii The text here specifically says “upon the River Pu” and “among the mulberry”, which were two 
places in classical literature associated with illicit meetings between men and women for sex. 
liii Wang Yuncang was a native of Zichuan who achieved high office in the early 17th century. 
liv Mount Longhu (Dragon and Tiger Mountain) is where the descendants of Zhang Daoling, one 
of the founders of religious Taoism, have lived for the last two thousand years, each in turn 
holding the title of Celestial Master. The mountain is located in Jiangxi in southern China, an area 
known as Chu in former times, near Poyang Lake, the largest freshwater lake in China. 
lv In ancient China, people had their names inscribed on bamboo slips as calling cards. 
lvi Li Zuoche, an important military figure around the time of the establishment of the Han 
dynasty in 202 BC, was deified as the God of Hail after his death, with a temple being built for 
him in Shandong. 
lvii Zhang Qiu was a county next to Zichuan in Shandong Province. 
lviii The Jade Emperor is the supreme ruler of Heaven in Chinese mythology. 
lix Yin Shidan, a native of Licheng (now Jinan), succeeded in the highest imperial exams in 1547 
and subsequently held some of the highest positions in the Ming central government, including the 
position of Chief Minister of the Board of Civil Office. 
lx In ancient China the night was divided into five two-hour periods or watches, marked by a 
nightwatchman with a drum. The first watch was approximately 7 to 9 pm. 
lxi A lotus lantern was a lantern fashioned in the form of a lotus flower, often used at weddings or 
certain festivals. 
lxii Langhuan was a mystical land in ancient Chinese fables. There was a Yuan dynasty 
cryptohistory named Notes from Langhuan that contained a description of this fabled land. 
lxiii A musical piece based on the story of the two consorts of the legendary Emperor Shun, who 
drowned themselves in the River Xiang when they learnt of the death of Emperor Shun. 
lxiv These are famous lines from a poem by Tang poet Yuan Zhen declaring his undying love for 
his late wife. 
lxv Tael was a traditional unit of measurement for silver and gold, close to an ounce in weight. 
lxvi Yan’an is a city in Shaanxi province. 
lxvii A classic quotation from Sima Xiangru implying platonic love rather than physical intimacy. 
lxviii A quote from the Book of Songs, referring to clothes being put on back-to-front in the early 
morning dark, meaning things that are done irregularly, but here used as a euphemism for sexual 
relations. 
lxix In Chinese folklore, the Nine Springs are the place in the depths of the earth where the souls of 
the dead are imprisoned and tortured for their sins.  
lxx Chongzhen was the reign period of the last emperor of the Ming dynasty (1628 – 1644 AD). 
lxxi Yu Qi, a native of Xixia in Shandong, led an uprising against the Qing regime in 1648 and 
again in 1661. In the spring of 1662, his army was routed and he fled. After the collapse of the 
uprising, the Qing troops massacred many local people. According to some researchers, following 
the defeat of his rebellion, Yu Qi became a monk and was the originator of the Mantis Fist style of 
kung fu. 



                                                                                                                                                               
lxxii The phrase ‘three lives’ does not actually refer to three individual incarnations but rather to 
the present life, the previous life and the life to come. 
lxxiii According to Chinese superstition, before the souls of the dead are reincarnated they are 
given a potion of oblivion to drink that makes them forget the past. This is similar to the belief of 
the ancient Greeks that shades of the dead would drink the water of Lethe to forget their previous 
existence. 
lxxiv In 1646, Xie Qian, a native of Gaoyuan, led a peasant uprising. In June 1647, his force 
overran Zichuan and set up its base there. The next month, government troops sent to Shandong 
defeated the uprising. In taking the city, the Qing troops massacred countless people. 
lxxv Wang Qixiang, a native of Zichuan, twice held the position of Minister of Education in the 
very early years of the Qing dynasty, first from 1647 to 1648 and the second time from 1650 to 
1651. 
lxxvi The Water-Land Ceremony was created in the 6th century by Emperor Wu of the Liang 
dynasty and designed by Zen Master Bao Zhi to relieve the suffering of ghosts and spirits 
everywhere, both in water and on land. It is one of the most elaborate ceremonies in Chinese 
Buddhism and includes procedures taken from Taoism, including food offerings, chanting of 
mantras, reciting of sutras, burning of effigies, and musical performances. 
lxxvii Dong Mo-an was a native of Pingyuan in Shandong who held several important posts within 
the imperial government after 1667. The Imperial Tutor would give regular lectures and guidance 
to the emperor. 
lxxviii Sun Zuoting was also a native of Pingyuan who held important government positions after 
1655, including the position of Vice-Minister of War. 
lxxix Provisional tests were held to determine who would have the opportunity of taking part in the 
provincial exams, which took place every three years. 
lxxx This would allow the scholar to sit the next provincial exam without having to take part in the 
annual exams. 
lxxxi Legend says that Bian He was a man from the state of Chu during the 8th century BC who 
found a large piece of raw jade and presented it to the king. The king didn’t believe it was jade and 
had Bian He’s left foot cut off as a punishment. When the next king ascended the throne, Bian He 
again presented the jade. Unfortunately this king also failed to recognize the jade’s value and had 
Bian He’s right foot cut off. At the ascension of the next king, Bian He once more brought his 
treasure and sat holding it, crying bitterly for seven days and nights until his eyes bled. When 
asked why he was crying, he explained that it was not for his amputated feet but because the worth 
of his jade had not been recognized and he had been treated as an imposter. 
lxxxii Bo Le was the honorific name of Sun Yang, a horse tamer from the 7th century BC, who 
became famous as a good judge of horses. Later his name came to mean a good judge of hidden 
talent. 
lxxxiii Ding Lingwei was a Taoist who, according to legend, transformed into a crane and flew back 
to his home in the north-east of China. This is recorded in the Sequel to Seeking the Supernatural 
by the famous Jin dynasty poet and essayist Tao Yuanming and the legend was alluded to by many 
writers of later generations. Here Pu Songling is comparing Ding Lingwei to this account’s Ding 
Chenghe. 
lxxxiv Wang Xiangqian, a native of Xincheng in Shandong, was Minister of War during the later 
years of the Ming dynasty. 
lxxxv The title of this account contains a pun. The name of the protagonist, Cheng, also has the 
meaning ‘to become’, so the title can either mean ‘Cheng the immortal’ or the popular phrase 
‘becoming immortal’. 
lxxxvi The actual Chinese phrase chu jiu jiao (literally: pestle and mortar friends) is used to refer to 
close friends of different social standing. 
lxxxvii The term used here, sao, actually means elder brother’s wife. 
lxxxviii At that time the name Jiangnan (meaning’south of the river’) was used to refer to the area 
now divided into the provinces of Jiangsu and Anhui. Mei Ouchang was a native of Xuancheng 
County in present-day Anhui who passed the imperial exams at the provincial level in 1681. 
lxxxix The art of breathing is a Taoist self-cultivation technique using inhalation and exhalation to 
expel stale air and imbibe fresh breath. 
xc Every year at the summer and winter solstices the emperor would perform sacrificial rites at 



                                                                                                                                                               
Taoist temples. 
xci The Spirit Officer is a Taoist guardian deity whose image can be found in most Taoist temples, 
usually represented as having a red face and three eyes, wearing armour and carrying a whip. 
xcii The Jiashen Upheaval refers to the change in dynasty that occurred in 1644, which was the 
year jiashen in the traditional Chinese calendar. In April of that year the rebel leader Li Zicheng 
and his peasant army entered Beijing and the Ming emperor killed himself, thereby ending the 
Ming dynasty. Later the same year, Manchu troops from the north invaded, driving out Li Zicheng 
and establishing the Qing dynasty. 
xciii Yama is the Buddhist name for the king of the underworld. 
xciv Clearing-the-Way Envoy was a position in the emperor’s retinue when he went out on 
inspection tours, although here the emperor in question is the Jade Emperor, so it represents a 
minor post in the spirit world. 
xcv The Iron Encircling Mountains were a ring of iron mountains that surrounded the known world, 
according to Buddhist belief. 
xcvi In China there are five yue (sacred mountains). The eastern sacred mountain (dong yue), also 
known as Mount Tai, is situated in Shandong. According to Taoist belief, the god of the eastern 
sacred mountains controls human lifespans. In ancient times, every place had a temple to the god 
of the eastern sacred mountain, called a Dong Yue Temple. 
xcvii This mountain lies to the south of Jinan city, which was the district seat at that time. It got this 
name from the numerous figures of Buddha carved in its rocks and cliffs during the Sui dynasty 
(581-618 AD). 
xcviii Prince Heng, one of the Ming dynasty princes, had a palace at Qingzhou in Shandong. 
xcix Ko-hemp cloth, made from kudzu vine, was extensively used for clothing in the past. 
c There are two explanations for the rather obscure phrase used by the author here to signify the 
length of time. It could mean the time for which one can hold one’s breath, or it might mean a day 
and a night. The latter meaning seems unlikely in this context. 
ci Mu is a traditional Chinese unit of area. Three hundred mu is about fifty acres or twenty 
hectares. 
cii The family name Hu has the same pronunciation as fox in Chinese. 
ciii According to myth, the Tushan maiden was a nine-tailed vixen who married Yu the Great, a 
legendary sage-king of ancient China reputed to have tamed the floods that plagued the land and 
established the first Chinese dynasty. 
civ The phrase used here means one who passed the imperial examinations in the same year as the 
speaker. 
cv Qingdi (Green Emperor) was one of five heavenly lords, with Qingdi believed to be in charge 
of the east. 
cvi The original text actually gives here the name of Chen Ping, who was the chief military 
strategist of Liu Bang, the founding emperor of the Han dynasty. 


