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In ancient Chinese myth, it is believed that both animate and inanimate
objects in nature are capable of transforming into a different state of
existence after they have assimilated enough essence from the sun and the
moon. In Hsilan chung chi3Z &2 from the Six Dynasties (317-588), one
can find various anecdotes about old-aged animals and trees turning into
another form of existence. For example: “A hundred-year-oid rat will turn
into a god.”1 Another reads: “A hundred-year-old rate will also turn into a
bat.”®> Not only rats are involved, but also turtles: “A thousand-year-old
large turtle can talk with humans.”® Other forms of life such as trees are
also liable to transformation once they mature to a very old age.

A thousand-year-old tree becomes a green goat; a tree that is ten
thousand years old turns into a green cow. Very often, they
roam in the human world.*

Besides the Hsilan chung chi, the chapter “Tui su”#} {8 in Pao-p'u tzu
¥FhF (ca. 320) by Ké HungEs it also carries listings of different animals
capable of metamorphosis. In Chinese legend, tigers, monkeys, fish, deer,
snakes, and birds can also assume human shape once they reach a certain age.
Deer are said to live to a thousand years old. When they reach the age of five
hundred, they can change themselves into human beings. The deer-turned-
human, like the animal itself, is usually reserved and gentle, while the
tiger-turned-human is ferocious and dangerous. Aged fish, birds and stones
also possess the ability of transforming themselves into attractive women.

Editor’s Note: The transtation part of this article will be published in Part II in the
next issue, Vol. XVII, No. 3.
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Yet, more listings are found for foxes. First we go back to Hsiian chung
chi.

When a fox is fifty years old, it can transform itself into a
woman; when a hundred years old, it becomes a beautiful female,
or a wu possessed by a spirit, or a grown-up man who has sexual
intercourse with women. Such beings are able to know things
at more than a thousand miles distance; they can poison men
by sorcery, or possess and bewilder them, so that they lose
their memory and knowledge; and when a fox is a thousand years
old, it penetrates to heaven, and becomes a celestial fox.®

The above quotation gives us some ideas on how fox spirits are different
from the other animals described above. First, a fox is capable of metamor-
phosis when it is only fifty, must younger than the others, which have to
wait five hundred or a thousand years. Secondly, 2 hundred-year-old fox
always turns into a beautiful woman if it decides to be female. The female
fox bewitches a man and puts him under her possession. On top of this,
the fox knows what is happening around it even a thousand /i away. As
it grows to be a thousand years old, it becomes a fox fairy. No other animals
possess these privileges.

In ancient Chinese folktales, foxes are portrayed as versatile animals. In
order to attain its purpose, an old fox can turn itself into the image of a
beautiful young woman, a learned and handsome scholar, an old respectable
man, the member of a human family, or even Buddha himself.® The fox’s
ability in transformation depends on its age and its power of sorcery.
Compared with other animals, the fox’s versatility in transformation allows
it to be closer and more involved with men. The animal takes part in almost
all of men’s social activities: such as love, education and religion. It has
woven itself into man’s life, and by all means it tries to be part of man’s
existence. This is especially true when a fox lady falls in love with a mortal
and bears him a child. The child, like the demi-god in ancient Greek
mythology, possesses both fox and human traits. He is the mixture of the
two: a human form with fox character. A good example is Ya-t’ou’s son Tsu
in the tale “Ya-t'ou” $8 5] in Ligzo-chai chih-y i g5 sk 7

Fox tales begin to appear in Chinese literature at an early age. In such
writings such as Ké Hung’s Pao-pu tzu, Kan Pao’s 75 So shén chi 35D
(ca. 317), and So shén hou-chi % T £ &0 attributed to T°ao Chien g 7
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(365427), we are able to find various records on foxes, their sorcery and
magic. A fox which has not yet attained immortality is called a “fox spirit”
(hu ching YU %5 ), or 2 “fox demon” (hu yaoi &k , hu meidli % ). When it
has, it becomes a “fox fairy” (hu hsiendR {lll | hu shén YN ), or a “celestial
fox” (t’ien hu KN ). Most of the foxes in So shén chi are fox fairies. They
are able to transform themselves into various disguises and afterwards escape
punishment. The fox in “Ch’ang-sun chia” IR F from Kuang yi chi
BEEE (ca. 757) is said to be thirty thousand years old.® It is able to
defeat even the toughest Taoist exorcist with its magic. Yet the most
interesting and popular foxes in Chinese supernaturel tales are those that
exist in the state somewhere between an animal and an immortal. It is these
less powerful foxes, in their trial to attain immortality, who begin their
two-thousand-year struggle with men and life.

In order for a fox to attain immortality, it must assimilate the energy
in nature, especially from the sun and the moon. Chi Yin’s 2R3 (1724-
1805) in Yiieh-wel ts'ao-t'ang pi-chi BT E B 25 speaks of two ways in
which the fox can attain immortality:

1. The fox should gather essence and energy and worship the
stars and constellations. Gradually, it will attain magic transfor-
mation. Then it will accumulate good karmic results. This is
achieving immortality from demonic status. .

2. First, the fox should practise asceticism so that it can become
human. When it becomes a human, it then should work on its
inner purity. This is achieving immortality from human status.”

Yet there is a faster and easier way for a fox to achieve its aim.
According to Chinese mythical beliefs, young men and women especially
are filled with the spiritual energy that a fox needs in its spiritual practice.
The best way for a fox to obtain this spiritual energy is by close contact with
men. A fox can absorb human spiritual energy just by inhaling a sleeping
man’s breath. To have sexual intercourse with man is probably the surest
way to immortality. For this reason, most of the ancient fox tales are tales
of possession, rape, and extra-marital relationships between fox and man. At
the end, the man or woman who is deprived of spiritual energy by the fox
usually dies or loses his or her sanity. Therefore, the ability of a fox to
change itself into a human figure is of utmost importance in its attainment of
immortality. It allows the animal to stay close to its human prey. There
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is a record of a monk who, by accident, sees the whole process of a fox’s
transformation. One evening, he happens to pass by the woods where he sees
a fox under the moon:

It would pick up a skull and putit on its head. It then would
shake its head, throw the skull away if it fell down, and choose
another. It tried less than four or five and finally found one that
fit perfectly. Then it covered its body with leaves and flowers.
As he watched, they all turned into clothes. In no time, the fox

turned into a woman.'®

The home for the foxes is the graveyard, usually old deserted ones. For
one reason, there are skulls in the graves, and there is also living space in the
coffin area. Jan Jakob Maria de Groot in The Religious System of China
also mentions that foxes love to stay in old tombs because they can some-
times utilize the dead body in their metamorphosis.!! Very often, a fox
spirit enters the dead body, revives it and goes around in its identity.

Legends of foxes in China have a relationship with religious Taoism, with
its emphasis on magic, alchemy, and immortality. A Taoist ascetic is able
to achieve certain magical power after long practice. The process of a fox’s
attaining immortality is the same. Another example from 77ai p’ing kuang-chi
KRB (977981) concerns 2 man called Yao K'un, who always buys
foxes from hunters and later releases them.’® One day, he is tricked by an
abbot who lets him down into a well while he is drunk. In the well isa
decoction which the abbot is afraid to taste himself. Yao is used for this
purpose without his permission. While Yao is trapped in this miserable
situation, a fox comes to him and says,

I'm a fox. I appreciate your kindness in saving so many of my
descendants. That’s why I've come to help you. Those of us
that are able to fly to heaven used to stay in graves. Through a
hole (in the grave) we could see heaven and the stars. We longed
for them, regretting that we couldn’t fly. Then we stared at
heaven and concentrated our spirit. All of a sudden, we flew out
(of the hole), walking on air, riding the clouds, and rising to
heaven.... If you can cleanse your spirit, wash away your
worries, and fix your gaze on the void, with such concentration,
you would be able to fly out within thirty days. No matter how
small the hole is, it won’t be a barrier to you.... Haven’t you
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heard that the Book of Ascension to the West says, “The spirit
is able to give form wings and move mountains”? You must
work hard. (p. 3710)

Yao follows the fox’s advice, and at the end he indeed rises from the well
to escape the abbot’s trap.

From the above, one can see that it is not easy for a fox to attain
immortality. It takes time, patience, and devotion. Yet once it has passed
through all its trials, the thousand-year-old fox will turn into a celestial fox,
which is usually pure white in color and possesses supernatural power, such
as the ability to transform, to predict the future, and to get whatever it
desires, for example, wealth. The foxes with less spiritual cultivation are less
powerful in proportion, though they do in various ways possess superhuman
power, such as the ability to be invisible, to fly, and to know the future.
From the fox tales in T'ai-p’ing kuang-chi, we find that when a celestial
fox is caught for its immoral behavior, it is either warned or whipped as
punishment and then released, while the younger fox spirits are not as lucky.
Men and exorcists are usually less lenient to them when they are found as
the culprit. The general ending of these foxes is death by killing or cooking.
Men do avenge themselves on foxes for whatever they have done to them.

In Chinese mythology, the fox is said to have a pearl (hu chu)l] B )in
its body. This pearl is the very thing that causes the fox-turned-human to be
favored by mortals. In the story of “Liu Chung-ai” £ $%% from T ai-p’ing
kuang-chi, the fox loses its pearl to the woman Chung-ai (literally “‘everyone’s
love”) who becomes a darling to every man she meets.”® The fox pearl is
not only good for enchantment, but is also used as an antidote for various
diseases. In Liao-chai chih-yi, in the story “Chiao-na” #& 1 , the fox uses her
pearl to heal the protagonist’s abscess, which is in a serious condition.’* Also
in “Wu hsiao-lien,” when the protagonist Shih is dying of consumption, the
fox lady saves his life by letting him swallow her pearl.15 At the end, when
the lady leaves with the pearl, and he is no longer protected by it, he dies.
The fox pearl is an essential element in the animal’s process of achieving
immortality. It is the spiritual essence of the fox itself. Losing it, the fox
will expire.

From the collection of fox tales in Tai-p’ing kuang-chi we find that
foxes are afraid of, or try their best to avoid, the following: upright and
honest men, hunting dogs, exorcists and men who are successful in their
career. Less powerful foxes easily return to their original shape when they
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are drunk, afraid, or surrounded by hunting dogs. The celestial foxes are not
totally powerful either. They can be returned to their shape by the fire
burning on a thousand-year-old piece of wood.’® A well-trained exorcist is
able to order celestial guards to capture these fox fairies when they err.
Foxes big and small will stay away from an upright man. Not only are they
unable to hurt these men, they cannot even get close to them, because these
men are protected by their virtues.

At the end, some of these fox spirits do achieve immortality. They are
now fox fairies, (hu shén Y\ ), who are treated as minor gods by the
common people. In the Tang Dynasty (618-907), Chang TsusE % writesin
his work Ch'ao yeh ch’ien tsai ¥ B¥ 47 &k about a social phenomenon that
he has noticed:

From the beginning of the Tang Dynasty, most people have
worshiped the fox fairy. They pray for blessing during their
domestic worship and offer the same food they use themselves.
Always they worship more than one fox. At one time, there
was a proverb saying: “No village is complete without a fox
fairy 217

The fox fairies live away from men in a heavenly abode. Usually, they
forsake all human relationships after they arrive at the goal of immortality.
They are not completely free from human ties and physical needs. The
endings of many fox tales portray some touching scenes when the fox fairy,
before its departure to heaven, comes to say goodbye to its beloved human
companion. In Pu’s tales, it is usuafly the female fox leaving her husband,
who loves and needs her.

The Image of the Fox Character in Traditional Chinese Tales

Foxes in China have been considered to be an evil animal. A passage in
Chuang Tzit shares the belief in ili-boding foxes by referring to them as “evil
foxes” (nieh hu'¥E (8 ) I ).® Kan Pao records in his So shén chi events
showing what foxes can do to mortals. Most of the fox spirits in his narra-
tives are causes of insanity, disease and even death. For example,

In the Chin period, there was 2 man from Wu-hsing who had two
sons. When the two were working in the fields, often their father
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came to curse and beat them. The two sons told the mother
what happened. She asked the father, who was shocked. He
decided that the one who went to the fields was a devil spirit. He
ordered his two sons to kill it. For a while, the devil became
quiet and did not go to the fields. One day, the father, worried
about his two sons, went to the fields himself. The sons thought
he was the devil. They killed and buried him. The devil returned
to their house and, disguised as the father, told the family that
his sons had killed the devil. In the evening, the sons returned
and the whole household celebrated. Years passed without the
truth being discovered. Later, a priest happened to come by the
house. He told the two sons that their father was surrounded by
an evil aura. The sons told the father, who became furious.
They went out to order the priest to leave at once. But the
priest roared and entered the house. In no time, the father
transformed himself into an old fox and hid under the bed. He
was captured and slaughtered. The two sons found that the
one they had killed before was really their own father. They
reburied the former body and prepared mourning clothes for
their father’s funeral. One son then killed himself. The other
also died of anger and regret.

The above story shows a cunning and cruel fox which has ruined a good
family and taken three lives.

The next story from the same collection makes the fox spirit responsible
for insanity and bewitchment:

In the Later Han period, during the reign of Chien-an, a com-
mandant of the West Seas named Chen Hsien in P’ei Commandery
wanted to execute one of his officers called Wang Ling-hsiao, who
had deserted for no apparent reason. Wang ran away again
before long. After failing to see Wang for so long, Chen put
Wang’s wife in jail. The woman told him the truth. Chen said,
“He was probably bewitched and taken away. I should go
find him.” He went looking around outside the city with thirty
foot soldiers and riders and with hunting dogs. Finally they
found Wang in an empty grave. The devil left when it heard
the noise of the people and the dogs. Chen ordered his men to
carry Wang back. Wang’s looks resembled that of a fox. He
could no longer respond to the people around him, but only
kept on whining for “A-tz8i.” A-tz8 was the name of the fox
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spirit. Some ten days later, Wang began to realize somewhat
what had happened.®

Though the fox spirit in the above story is not as evil a character as the
previous one, yet it is just as important. No one except Wang has seen or
heard the spirit at all. But most of the characters in the tale are affected by
it. Wang’s wife is locked up in jail because of her husband. Chen is angry
since one of his men does not respect him. Lastly, the primary victim, Wang,
loses his mental balance, his identity, and almost his family and his career
over the spirit. At the end of the tale, there is no indication whether he
would ever regain his mental health again, nor is there any guarantee that
he would not be called away by the fox spirit again. When he is found by
his superior, all he can utter is the fox’s name, A-tzll. Given more time in
the empty grave with the fox, Wang would be likely have lost his identity
as well as his human traits.

Another important issue which concerns the fox spirit is its affinity for
sexual pleasure with humans. I have mentioned in the previous pages that
having a sexual relationship with humans is one of the best ways for a fox
spirit to enhance its vital energy. Many tales disclose the lewd character of
the animal. To continue the previous story, now Wang recollects what
happened to him when he first saw the fox:

Wang said, “When the fox first appeared, she was at the
corner of the house near the chicken’s coop. She was a beautiful
woman calling herself by the name of A-tzii. More than once,
she beckoned to me. Suddenly I followed her, and she became
my wife. We were together day and night. We returned to her
house together. . .. I was extremely happy....” (p. 20)

Not only do female fox spirits have affinity for humans, but so do the male
ones. In So shén hou-chi, there are several entries in which male fox spirits
have sexual relations with mortal women:

in the Commandery of Wu, there was 2 man named Ku Chan.
While he was hunting on 2 hill, suddenly he heard people talking,
saying, “Oh-oh! This year will be a bad year.” He and his
friends began to search where the noise had come from. On the
hilltop, there was an animal den which used to be an ancient
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grave. There an old fox was squatting. In front of him, there
was a record book. The old animal was counting off on his
fingers while facing the book. He seemed to be calculating. Ku
let out his dogs, which bit it and killed it. He took out the
record book and saw that there were names of women whom
the fox had raped. The ones who had been raped were circled
at the top with red. The names listed came to over a hundred.
Ku’s daughter’s name was right in the book.2!

All the old fox is concerned here is sex and young girls. Besides its lascivious
nature, the tale also hints at a fox spirit’s power to predict. At the beginning
of the tale, the spirit has calculated that something evil would fall on him
that year. Fox spirits, like their Western counterparts, the incubi found in
medieval literature, are linked mostly with the opposite sex for their pleasure
and survival. They turn themselves into handsome and educated young men
who visit the women and coax them into illicit relationships. It is through
these sexual relationships with a human that fox spirits are able to attain
vital spirit and immortality. Hence since the ancient period, there has been
a close link between fox spirits and young girls in Chinese fiction.

Fox spirits, even though they have attained the power to transform and
predict, still possess certain animal traits. First they are afraid of dogs. In
many of the supernatural tales, the fox spirits, no matter what form they
have transformed themselves into, cannot escape the eyes of the dogs, and
any encounter with hunting dogs usually results in the death of the fox
spirit. Exceptions happen only when the fox spirit is over one thousand
years of age, at which time even the dogs can do nothing. At this stage, only
burning a piece of thousand-year-old wood could cause the spirit to resume
its shape. '

Foxes are also known for their suspicious, cunning and greedy nature.
A tale from Ling-kuai u BE# by Niu Ch’iao’E I of the Tang Dynasty
fully displays the tricky side of the animal.®® A man has stolen a celestial
document (#%en shu KE ) from a fox who decides to retrieve it by any
means. It forges a letter in the man’s mother’s hand, telling the young man
to sell all his business and come home because she is dying. The messenger
who comes with the letter confirms that his mother is dead. Quickly the
protagonist sells everything he has. Because of his haste, he cannot get the
full value of his goods. On his way home, he comes across the members of
his whole family, who have received his letter telling them to sell everything
at home and come to meet him. Hence, the family ends up losing much of
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its property. At the end, the fox spirit disguises itself as the protagonist’s
brother, who has been away for a long time. In this way he retrieves his
document and goes away satisfied with revenge. The fox spirit in this story
is not only tricky but also intelligent. It manipulates the man and his family
without being obnoxious or dangerous. The story provides some fun and
entertainment to the reader, yet it does not fail to expose to us the power
of the spirit — it is literate and clever.

Foxes disguised as scholars are also common in ancient supernatural
tales. One appears as an old pedantic scholar, Hu in Kuang yi chi. 3 (Hu
has the same pronunciation as the word fox in Chinese.j Another appears
as a young handsome scholar discussing philosophy and politics with famous
officials at court.?® Moral cultivation and scholastic achievement, when they
appear, tend to be the exclusive characteristics of fox spirits. Although we
see pig, monkey, and bird spirits turn into humans, they do so only for the
purpose of food or sex. But foxes like to display their talents and challenge
their opponents in literary ability. Sometimes this act.of showing off costs
the spirit its life, as in the story mentioned earlier with the thousand-year-old
woed.

Fox spirits are also fond of ridiculing the proud and the greedy. The
animal spirit sometimes transforms itself into a certain shape simply for the
fun of it. There are three tales in the fox section in the T ai-p’ing kuang-chi
in which the fox transforms itself into Buddha himself, receiving offerings
from devoted patrons.?® In one incident, the fox spirit disguises itself as
the Taoist saint Lao-tzu g F for a good cause.?® The story begins when a
fox-turned woman goes to a Taoist priest to learn his magic art. In three
years’ time, the priest has no more to teach her. Hence she asks permission
to leave, which is refused. She then admits frankly her identity as a fox.
Immediately, the priest utilizes his magic power to subdue the animal,
who strangely enough excels her mentor with her art. In order to catch the
spirit, the priest sets up an altar, prays to his teacher Lao-tzu, and asks for
help. At length, Lao-tzu appears with a heavenly guard who cuts the fox in
half with his sword. While the priest is feeling happy and satisfied, he sees
Lao-tzu turning into the fox spirit herself and walking away from the altar.
This short tale shows the power and patience of the fox spirit. Obviously,
we have here a disciplined spirit which is only interested in cultivating and
training itself. But because she is female, her achievement is not valued by

the teacher. The priest here is portrayed as someone with no understanding

for his disciple who has served him for three years. As soon as he finds out
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that she is a fox, he aims to kill her. The fox, however, who has more power
and who is more skillful in the practice of magic, only ridicules him at the
end without any intention of hurting him. This story does give a somewhat
positive side to the spirit as a benign and disciplined gentlewoman.

Although most fox spirits have the image of lewdness and gluttony in
the early tales, there are a few fine ones. In “Chen Pei” BEZE | a fox spirit
saves his benefactor’s life by blocking the murderer.’” The celestial fox
in “Yian Chia-tso”z 32 fFoffers his prediction to the liaison officer, who
is promoted to be a governor a few years later. The fox in “Li Tzt-liang”
ZH Boffers the reward of an official post to Li if he will return his celestial
document.®  The two most touching stories from the earlier period are
“Chi Chén” &1 & from Chang Tw's3E3{ Hsian shih chihE ZE , and
Jen-shih chuan £ 18 from the Tang Dynasty. Both tales are centered on
a female fox spirit who marries the man she loves and offers her whole life
to him. The fox spirit Miss LiZF X in “Chi Chén” follows her husband
to his post, leaving her homeland and family. She is also a disciplined
woman, for she persuades her husband Chi Chén to give up senseless and
expensive Taoist practice. For twenty years, Li fulfills the duty of an
obedient and diligent wife, giving her husband seven sons and two daughters.
Her love and her devotion to her husband and children are displayed fully
in the last scene when she dies:

One day, sending the others away, she held his hand. Sobbing,
she said, “I know death is near. Now, I want to tell you what
is in my heart in spite of my shame. I hope that you will be
generous enough to forgive me, and then I’ll be able to tell you
everything.” At this, she broke down with sobbing. Her husband
too, was crying. He comforted her, and she continued, “I know
that as soon as I tell you, you will blame me. Yet for the sake
of our nine children, who will be a burden to you, I dare to
open my mouth. I am not human. It was heaven’s will that I
be your wife and, in my lowly status as a fox, serve you for
twenty years. During this time, I've not displeased you in the
smallest thing, nor have I caused any trouble because I was not
your kind. I've done everything I could to show a woman’s
devotion. Today I must leave you, reluctant to burden you with
my evil corpse. Be ever mindful of the young children, who are
all human and your heirs. When I breathe my last, try to consider
their feelings and not look on my bones with loathing. It would
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be the blessing of a hundred lifetimes if you would bury my
body whole in the ground. . . "%

This is one of the first stories in which the author intends to merge the
identity of the fox spirit with that of a devoted wife and mother. This fox
spirit Miss Li is different from the typical ones in that she does not possess
any supernatural power at all. She does not predict the future, nor does
she help her husband in his carcer. In the tale, we are only told that she is
a very beautiful woman who stays young and lovely even in her old age. That
is the only “abnormal” thing in the tale about her. She is very human in the
physical sense, in that she gives birth to children, raises a family, catches a
disease after many years and finally dies. If she had not disclosed her identity
and had not changed into a fox after her death, her fox identity would
never have been known. The purpose of the author here is quite clear: to

glorify a virtuous woman, though a fox, who has devoted her love and her-

life to the man she loves.

A tale similar to the “Chi Chén” tale is Jén-shih chuan, written by
Shén Chi-chi YR EE# (ca. 750-800) in the Tang Dynasty.™ Jén-shih chuen
is one of the best-written fox tales in China. It is a longer tale than average,
in which characterization is convincing and realistic. The author’s sincerity
and free-flowing style draw the readers into his tale. The reader looks
through a camera with the author, observing and following the life of the fox
spirit Miss Jén — a witty, friendly, loving, generous, and trustworthy woman.

A brief synopsis of the story is as follows. Chéng, who is fond of wine
and women, happens to come across Miss Jén on the road one day. He is
very attracted to her, and they go to her house together. The next morning,
Chéng finds out from a neighbor that she is a fox spirit. Yet he stiil wants
her because of her beauty. For some time she disappears, until one day
Chéng comes upon her in a market street. Miss Jén is quite ashamed of her
fox identity and tries to avoid him. It is only after Chéng has expressed his
sincerity in their friendship that she agrees to live with him. This arrange-
ment is disclosed to Chéng’s best friend Wei, a morally undisciplined man.
He decides to go see Miss Jén, who is said to have unequal beauty. When
he sees her, he tries to rape her on the spot. She struggles and at last is able
to convince him of the true meaning of friendship and that it is Chéng that
she loves. After that, Chéng, Jén and Wei become very good friends. Miss
Jén also helps Chéng to make money in business by using her talent in
prediction. At the end, when Chéng has to leave town for a post, she refuses
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to go with him, saying that it is ominous for her to go in that direction that
year. The two men manage to persuade her to leave. On the way, they meet
a hunting group with hunting dogs. Miss Jén falls from her horse and turns
into a fox, which is overtaken and killed by the dogs.

In the tale, Shén first presents her as an archetypal fox lady. He starts
his story with the words: “Miss Jén was a female spectre (Jén-shih nu yao
yeh £ Rkt ).”31 In the first scene, the beautiful female protagonist
flirts with Chéng, lures him home and spends the night with him, Miss Jén
also possesses supernatural power, like the traditional foxes. When she wants
to repay Wei’s love for her, she manages to obtain the women he wants for
his pleasure. She also uses her power of prediction to earn some money for
Chéng.

On the other hand, Miss Jén is also very human. She knows her place
as a fox and is ashamed of it. After the first night, she tries to avoid Chéng
because she does not think herself good enough for him. But once Chéng
swears eternal love for her, even though she is not human, she devotes herself
totally to Chéng, although he is poor and insignificant. She struggles with
her whole strength to refuse Wei’s sexual advances. Wei, althoughb a rich
man of power and fame, cannot shift her affections from Chéng. But when
Wei changes his attitude toward her, she appreciates his kindness and does
everything she can to repay his friendship. Miss Jén is a sensitive woman
who sees what is right and wrong and who knows kindness when bestowed.
She is generous toward her benefactors and shows great consideration for
others. At the end, though knowing that it would be inauspicious for her
to leave with Chéng, she agrees to go with him when he begs her. Here is
a devoted woman who would rather put her life at stake than disobey or
contradict her lover. Unlike the traditional fox ladies, who would hurt their
mates in order to benefit themselves, Miss Jén does the opposite: she gives
up her own life for her man’s pleasure. The author comments at the end of
the tale that even some humans lack the virtues of fidelity and self-sacrifice
which are found in Miss Jén.

In the story, Miss Jén’s animal identity is known only to Chéng but
not to Wei. Chéng does not even try to think why Miss Jén, a young and
attractive woman, would be willing to spend her life with a poor and
insignificant man like him. He does not appreciate Miss Jén’s love and
faithfulness. To him, Miss Jén is only his favorite concubine. We can say
that he does not know Miss Jén at all.

Wei’s case is different. He is a loose man and has experienced many
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other women in his life. Although in the beginning, he is, like Chéng,
attracted by her beauty, later he is more attracted to her by her personality.
Her words during the attempted rape move him to release her:

“I really feel sorry for Chéng! ... Though he’s a full six feet
tall, he can’t even protect 2 woman.  He’s no real man! You've
had courage and wealth since youth, and have taken many
beauties, most of whom must have been better than I. But
Chéng is poor and I am all that he can call his contentment. How
can you, in seeking to indulge yourselves even further, take from
someone who has never had enough? I feel sorry, because he’s
so poor and hungry and can’t support himself, because he wears
your clothes, eats your food, and is humiliated by you. If he
could garn his own living, things would never have gotten this
way.”

Jén is an understanding, kind, and loving woman. When she loves a man,
she devotes her life to him. Hence, Wei respects her the more. Now he
wants to take good care of her and sees to her needs. He does this out of
respect, trust and love for the woman. Miss Jén to him is a rare woman who
possesses beauty and righteousness at the same time. After her death, he
insists on seeing her body for the last time. There can be two possible reasons
for this. First, he cannot believe Chéng’s words that Miss Jén was a fox. For
this reason he is curious and would like to see it for himself. The second
possible reason is that he misses her so much that he wants to see her for
the last time. He may have gone to her grave for both reasons. At her
grave, he mourns for her for a long time before returning home with Chéng.
Wei seems to understand and appreciate Miss Jén more than Chéng, her
own husband.

These last two stories, “Chi Chén” and Jén-shik chuan, carry revolu-
tionary ideas about the image of the traditional fox lady. Miss Li and Miss
Jén open up a wider prospect in characterization for the Iater authors ot fox
tales. Moreover, vixens now are not totally lewd or cunning. They can be
as kind, sincere, and generous as humans, if not more so.

Fox Spirits in P'u Sung-ling’s Liao-chai chih-yi
It can be said that P’u wrote the most fox tales up to his time in his

one collection of Ligo-chai chih-yi. There are almost seventy-one fox tales
in his book. P’w’s fox spirits can be put into two categories: the good and



FOXES IN CHINESE SUPERNATURAL TALES (PART I 135

the bad. There are also vengeful foxes that are used to emphasize a satiric
viewpoint, such as in the tale named “Yi yian kuan” —§ E and “Tao-hu”
5,3 the fox spirit in the first story dares speak the truth in contrast to
others who are timid and quiet. The fox in “Tao-hu” is used to satirize the
impotence of the government officials at that time.

The fox spirit from the tale “Ch’ou hu”BgJN is an ambivalent charac-
ter.®* She is both good and bad. She is good to Mu when he agrees to love
her. Whenever she comes, she gives presents of gold and silk to the entire
household. Yet when Mu gets tired of her and plans to get rid of her, she
takes full revenge on him. She hurts him physically with a cat; she ruins
his home, and snatches all his property, causing him to be as poor as he once
was.

“Hu ch’éng yin” I #4/F has another “bad” character.?® In the tale,
there is a typical cunning and dangerous fox spirit. It damages the new
landlord’s clothes and puts dirt in his food. Moreover, it secretly places
aphrodisiacs in the mistress’ food when the master is away. The mistress
has to run to her guest, who insults and refuses her. She almost dies of
shame afterwards. Yet the reader must not be distracted just by the fox’s
bad behavior; he must also be aware of why the fox is acting that way toward
the humans. The two fox spirits mentioned above are actually doing the man
a favor by teaching him a lesson: that he should value genuine love over
monetary gains and mere physical pleasure. By using a fox which is lewd
in character to punish a lewd human-being, P’u shows his skillful hand in
writing satire. Can there be a worse man when even the lewd fox thinks him
lascivious? These in-between fox characters are important characters for
P’u, for they help him to illustrate his view of life and comment on the
moral character of men. In a sense, these foxes are good foxes to P’u, for
they know what is right and wrong, while the mortals in the tales do not.
These fox spirits act as P'u’s didactic agents to punish the bad and the
immoral.

P’u’s bad fox characters are very traditional, so much so that they are
simply repetitions of their predecessors. Examples of these negative fox
characters from Ligo-chai are in: “Chia erh” B 5 |, “Tung shéng” B4
“Hu Ssti-chieh” BAPUIE | “Hsia ni” 4 & » “Chi shéng”# &= |, and finally,
“Nung-jén,” and “Chiao Mi.”* These bad fox spirits usually bewitch and
possess their victims, ruining their health and causing their families’ concern.
In most of these tales, the fox spirits are exorcised by a Taoist priest or a
helper who drives away or kills the spirit. Many of these bad spirits die of
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lasciviousness. In “Chia &rh,” the young boy kills the fox because he
bewitches his mother and forces her into an illicit relationship. The fox in
“Nung-jén” also has his eyes on a young girl. The unluckiest fox is the one
in “Hsia ni.” He does not have a chance to do anything yet before he is
killed. The female foxes in “Tung shéng” and “Hu Ssti-chieh” catch their
victims. In “Tung shéng,” though the fox lady is successful in assimilating
the vital spirit from the scholar and causing his death at the end, this death
is avenged by another man. This second man takes the place of the exorcist
in destroying the fox lady.

“Hu Ssii-chieh” is an unusual story in that in the same story, there are
simultaneously good and bad fox ladies. First there is Miss Hu the Fourth,
a good fox, but her older sister, Miss Wu the Third, plans to kili the scholar
after they have met. Although Miss Hu the Fourth truly loves the man and
saves him from her vicious sister, she is astonished to find that he is again
bewitched by another fox. Both sisters at this time join forces to save him
from the third spirit. P’u is having a lot of fun here, confusing the reader
with both good and bad foxes interacting with one man. This is one of the
ways in which P’u makes his stories interesting, filling them with excitement
and suspense. A similar story to the above can be found in “Chou San”
A= .% In this story, a man’s house is pestered by a fox spirit. The master
of the house asks another fox to perform the exorcism. The second fox
refuses because he thinks that there is another fox who is better qualified
for the job. He recommends a third fox, who after the exorcism, stays at
the master’s house for good. Both “Hu Ssi-chieh” and “Chou San” indicate
that there are different ranks among the fox spirits. As I have discussed
earlier, there are fox fairies and fox spirits. The former have devoted more
years to their Taoist training and hence are more powerful than the latter,
who are just beginning theirs. The difference in rank in the fox spirits allows
P’u to create stories which sometimes act as a reflection of the human world,
which has both positive and negative characteristics.

P'u’s fox tales are different from the collection in T"ai-p ing kuang-chi in
that almost eighty percent of P’u’s fox tales have good fox characters. In
T’ai-p’ing kuang-chi, only less than one-fourth of the tales carry good fox
images. It is in the writing of good fox characters that P’u is best. His good
fox characters include: 1) scholars or educated and refined individuals
who help men in their studies, 2) drinking foxes who develop with men a
relationship of trust and love, 3) female or male fox spirits who assist men in
various matters, for example, to achieve a fortune and to drive away a
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shrewish wife, and, 4) single women who become involved with men, help
men in their career, and start a family with them.

Since the time of So shén chi, fox scholars have been popular characters
in tales. P’u picks up this tradition but adds his own imagination to create
new fox stories. The story “Hu-shih”#]EK is a good example.® Mr. Hu,
who is a fox spirit, turns himself into an educated man and works as a tutor
in a prominent man’s house. Even though the family later finds out the
tutor’s identity, they still respect him because of his good will and literary
talent. At the end, he is even accepted as a family member when the master
agrees to marry his son to Mr. Hu’s sister. Another story “Léng shéng”
#5HE has a talented fox spirit.® We do not know whether this fox is female
or male; we do not even get to see its face. Yet we know it is very talented
scholastically because the fox has transformed the young retarded student,
Léng, into a quick and intelligent scholar. ‘Before Léng meets the fox, he
could not familiarize himself with any one of the great books, even at over
the age of twenty. Only days after they have been together, Mr. Léng’s
personality is totally changed. He loves to laugh no matier where he is, and
he can finish a good essay in one sitting. At the end, he is remembered by
the books he has written. “Kuo shéng”#54: also has an intelligent and
witty fox.® In this tale, we do not see the fox’s face either, yet we see its
pen strokes. Kuo, the man of the house, is very upset by his essays because
they have been ruined by a fox who blots and covers part of them with ink.
Slowly, his friends realize that the fox was trying to correct his essays by
cutting the bad parts out. Since then, Kuo follows the fox’s instructions
and manages to pass his examinations. Again, we see a scholarly fox guiding
a man’s studies without any intention of hurting him or receiving any rewards
from him. Educated, talented, and witty foxes also appear in “Hu hsieh”
WMEE, “Hu Ssti-hsiang-kung” #HPU4H 4, “Hu len” JU K%, and “Yi yiian
kuan.”# :

Fox spirits tend to adore drinking. Through the medium of wine, fox
spirits become good friends with humans. In a story called “Chiu yu’iE R,
a male fox spirit carries on a relationship with his drinking friend, who is
mortal.® Instead of hurting him, the spirit uses his power of prediction to
make his friend rich. “Hu Ssli-hsiang-kung” and “Hu hsieh” are tales of
male and female fox spirits who drink and write poems with their human
companions. The fox spirit in *“Chi shéng” also loves to steal wine and food
from the master’s house. The protagonist in “Ch’in shéng” 254 dies because
he has drunk some poisonous wine. A fox spirit comes by and heals him,
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saying that she has just rescued her husband who has died of the same
cause.®® The scholar in “Hé-chien shéng” JAIfAE loves to drink, and so
does the fox spirit that lives in the dry weeds in his fields.** In the form of
an old man, the fox goes out every night to his friends’ drinking parties.
The fox spirit in “Chin-ling Yi” &7, steals wine from a brewer.”® When
he is caught, he has to take the brewer on an amorous adventure in order to
save himself. Here is another example in which a fox spirit gets into trouble
because of his affinity for wine.

The third category of good fox spirits in the.Ligo-chai, male or female
spirits which assist humans in various situations, excludes a love relationship
between the spirit and the human. The assistance rendered by the spirits in
most cases is voluntary, and they are not rewarded. The spirits help humans
for the following reasons: a) they are repaying what the man has done for
them in the past, b) they do it totally out of sympathy and compassion, or
the feeling of indignation at the situation, and lastly, c) the spirits are
involved in a very trusting and close friendship with the humans. “Chiao-na”
& B is a moving story of friendship.*®  Scholar Kung is in love with
Chiao-na at first sight, yet he does not pursue her when he knows that she is
not available. The feeling Kung has for her enables him to fight the monster.
In return, Chiao-na for the second time cures him and saves his life. The two
iead a relationship between a man and a woman rare in classical tales. It is
a friendship based on trust, love, and the will to sacrifice oneself.

The story “Héng-niang”{& 5 involves a deep and trusting relationship
between two women, a fox spirit and a housewife.*’ The spirit, in the course
of helping the mistress to gain back her husband’s heart from another
concubine, has become a good friend of the concubine. Their relationship
is described by the spirit as “ch’ing jo yi t’i 1% — 88 ,” which literally
means “two in one.” Because of the trust that exists between the two of
them, the spirit even discloses to her good friend that she is actually a fox.
Another story of friendship is “Ma Chich-fu” B/ 5 . The fox spirit, a
sworn brother to the protagonist, out of compassion and love for him raises
his nephew, takes care of his father, and helps him, as much as he can, to
counteract his shrewish wife. Moreover, the spirit respects him when he
chooses not to condemn his wife. Though possessing supernatural power,
the spirit does not take the liberty to get rid of this vicious woman himself.
This shows that he cares for and loves Ma, who is a kind but cowardly man.
This spirit, like the other spirits mentioned earlier, receives no reward for
what he has done for his friend. ‘
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Another moving fox tale comes at the end of the Lizo-chai collection.
In “Liu Liang-ts’ai” B3R | since the spirit has made a lasting relation-
ship with Liu’s father, he decides to be reborn as Liu’s heir. His reason for
doing that is because Liu has never rejected or despised him though he
knows that he is a fox. The trust and respect which Liu has bestowed on the
spirit move him. In return for the favor, the fox is born as the only heir for
his friend.

One can see that these fox spirits are human in their actions, thoughts,
and beliefs. They value friendship, trust and love. They show their gratitude
with whatever they can do: healing the human of sickness, saving a man from
death, helping a man out of poverty, teaching a man a lesson in life, warning
him of imminent danger, or helping him to have an heir. Other fox spirits
in “Léng shéng,” “Chou San,” “Kuo shéng,” “Ssii-hsin” g3l , “Ch’in
shéng,” and “Nien yang”4: %k help men simply out of good will, compas-
sion, indignation, or just plain enthusiasm.>°

By presenting foxes with human qualities, P’u has created in his tales an
inseparable link between fox and man. This is something the authors in
the past have failed to do. P°u has the ability and power to make the reader
forget the identity of the animal. He does so totally by his narrative art. His
descriptions, settings and dialogue are vivid and natural, given the limitations
of classical Chinese. His fox spirits live, feel, laugh, and cry like men. Asa
result, they lose their animal identity and merge with that of the humans .
Lu Hsiin has said in his book, 4 Brief History of Chinese Fiction,

The Strange Tales of Liao-chai, however, contain such detailed
and realistic descriptions that even flower spirits and fox fairies
appear human and approachable. . . .5

The reader is so absorbed by such characters as Chiao-na and the aunt from
“Wang Ch’éng” = g% that he can follow the story without remembering that
both characters are not human but foxes.”® This is exactly the illusion that
P’u tries to create in his tales.

P’u’s Female Fox Spirits
Though P’u writes about both male and female fox spirits in his

Liao-chai, he puts much more emphasis on the female ones. Female spirit
tales take up about eighty percent of his fox tales. For this reason, I would
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like to devote the last part of this section to a discussion of this topic.

Female fox spirits, from the early So shén chi to the Jén-shih chuan in
the Tang Dynasty, slowly acquire a new image. They begin to shake off
their negative and bestial qualities. From the dangerous, lewd, selfish, greedy,
and cunning animals in the ancient tales, they slowly become kind, self-
sacrificing, faithful, sincere, and caring individuals in the later ones. Jén-shih
chuan is a very good example. She is the image of perfect womanhood. Very
likely, Jén-shih chuan was one of the tales P’u had in mind when he began
his own writing on female fox spirits.

As was stated earlier, many of P’u’s foxes are human in that they possess
human traits and respect human values. These human factors in P’u’s foxes
are revealed intricately through social injustice and human relations. We see
scenes of touching friendship in “Chizo-na” and “Chiu yu.” Kung and
Chiao-na can be said to be the most truthful friends because they respect
and love each other, yet they are not involved sexually. Chiao-na, the female
fox here, has shaken off the traditional lewd image of female foxes. Also
many of P’u’s foxes have a sense of human dignity. In “Hsin Shih-ssii-niang”
Z+ U9 the female fox protagonist is portrayed as a quiet, submitting
but dignified woman.5® She is not promiscuous, for she refuses the man’s
advances and even his marriage proposal. She only yields to his request when
he is backed up by a powerful aunt. At this point, though she has no choice,
she insists on a decent marriage. It is obvious that the character of the fox
in this tale, Lady Hsin, is 2 proud and dignified person. Even though she is
forced to marry a man of low moral character, she has kept her values. She
is a good wife in that she shows concern for and obeys her husband. It is
also the fox spirit who saves him from jail. She is intelligent enough to know
that her husband is not the man for her, yet she is considerate enough to
find him a mate before she leaves. This story shows the fox’s concern, care
and submission even for a2 man whom she does not Iove but is only bound
to by a marriage oath. Though it is an unwanted relationship, the fox never
tries to use her supernatural power to control or to cCesert him. She is willing
to submit, as best she can, to do what is required of her.

The “Hsin Shih-ssti-niang” tale leads our discussion to a fox spirit’s
reaction against various kinds of treatment from human society. P'u’s fox
spirits possess love and trust for their mortal friends, yet they also manifest
hatred and mistrust when mistreated. The fox in “Chou hu” has much more
human dignity than her human lover. Although she is ugly and swarthy, she
is generous to the men she loves. She gives them gold in return for their love.
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Everything she does is very straightforward and fair. When deserted by her
men, she regards it as fair to retrieve her gold. Her clean-cut way in dealing
with a love relationship, though it may seem commercial or unsincere, is far
better than the man’s attempt to hurt her while he is claiming love for her. In
this story, P’u is emphasizing his point by using a fox spirit: the spirit, which
is traditionally regarded as lewd, cunning, and dangerous, has changed places
with man, who is usually thought of as distinguished from beasts because of
his conscience and dignity.

Another story that exemplifies a similar idea is “Wu hsiao-lien” #3&
BE. > Shih, an educated man, at his worst stage in life, in sickness and
poverty, is rescued by a woman who cures him and supports him financially.
When he becomes well and has found himself an official post, he deserts his
benefactor and marries another woman. Although eventually the fox lady
comes and joins him at his house without causing any trouble with the
concubine he has acquired, she does not have his love or respect. Instead,
he wants to kill her when he finds out that she is really a fox spirit. Again,
this is P’u’s satire on the humanity of the animal versus the inhumanity of
man. Shih, an educated and renowned court official, is heartless and
ungrateful to the companion who has saved his life. But the fox lady is
obedient, faithful, reliant and generous to him. She stays with him and helps
him in his career until her life is threatened. Unlike the ugly fox, who
demands all her belongings when she leaves, she only asks for her medicine
back. She does not cause any trouble to anybody or to anything in the
house. The story of “Wu hsiao-lien” suggests a moral degradation among
the official class. The fox is a symbol of the good wife that is upheld in
Chinese society.

P’u’s female fox spirits are not just dignified, loving, and financially
generous but are also magnanimous. Jealousy is a common theme in P’u’s
tales in Liao-chai, as it was a common practice for man to have more than
one mate in old China. When a woman was sterile, the husband had a
justified excuse in acquiring a concubine for the purpose of family heir.
When more than one woman served the same man in the house, the situation
sometimes was uncomfortable. Jealousy plays a big role in many of P'u’s
stories, which disclose his view on the subject. P’u thinks it is the man’s
fault if he is unable to insure his family’s prosperity. But it is the woman’s,
especially the wife’s, task to organize and pacify the concubines by being
generous and kind to them. The fox in “Wu hsiao-lien” is a perfect model
of a wife who loves and respects the concubine Wang. The latter, touched
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by her kindness, becomes very close to her. Very soon, they live just like
sisters in harmony. It is only the man who causes a rift between the two
by loving one and detesting the other.

In “Ch’ing-mei” % ¥ the fox spirit arranges a wedding between her
husband and her former mistress, not even for the purpose of replroduction.55
In “Ch’ang-8”fF ik the fox spirit, after having a relationship with her man,
even gives him money to marry a mortal woman.’® At the end of the story,
the two women stay happily with the same husband. Some of P’w’s mortal
women, when compared with the fox spirits, are much more selfish and
dangerous. A good example is “Ma Chieh-fu,” mentioned earlier. Ma’s
wife has no children. Though her husband acquires a2 concubine for the
reason of propagation, he never dares talk to the concubine in the wife’s
presence. When the concubine becomes pregnant, the wife beats her on a
pretext and causes her to have a miscarriage. At the end, Pu gives her a
miserable end, showing his disapproval of her behavior. The jealous wife in
“Shao nt” Hf 4ris again a senior wife who tortures two concubines to death
until she is moved by the kindness of the third one.’

Many of P’u’s fox spirits possess the virtues which are found in a mortal
woman. These inhuman beings turn into human beings in P’u’s hands. They
become traditional virtuous Chinese women with flesh and blood, with
feelings and emotions. “Ya-t’ou” is a perfect model of a chaste and virtuous
wife. Coming from a brothel, Ya-t’ou is different from her fox sister in that
she is not promiscuous even by trade. Once she devotes herself to Wang, she
swears fidelity to him. Despite physical torture inflicted by her fox mother,
Ya-t’ou remains faithful. She suffers under her mother’s hands for years
until her son grows up to be a young man and rescues her from agony. Yet
she does not want her mother to be hurt. She is heartbroken when she
finds out that her haif-human son has killed both her mother and sister.
Ya-t’ou is 2 woman who dares to love and is willing to die for her daring. She
is defeated only by her own kindness towards her family. She is very human,
as she values chastity and family ties and is willing to sacrifice herself for
both.

P’u Sung-ling’s Use of Fox as Symbol
When P’u writes about foxes, he is actually writing about human beings.

The human world involves many limitations: social injustice, moral obliga-
tions, lack of freedom, illness and mortality. Men also need good friends,
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true love, an amiable family, a prosperous career and wealth. Because of
various reasons, many of these needs and limitations will never be satisfied
or overcome by certain individuals except in fantasy or dreams. For example,
a man who is impotent by birth would in those days never be able to
overcome the deformity and live like a normal man. In P’u’s “Ch’iao-niang”
IR |, the elderly ghost cures the young man Fu of his impotence, while the
fox spirit teaches him his first lesson in sex.® Another similar example can
be found in the story of “Léng shéng.” The scholar is born retarded. In his
life he would never be expected to have a scholastic career until a fox spirit
comes to him one day, and cures him of his retardation. “Hsiao Ts'ui”
/NZ2 is almost the same story, in which the fox spirit is able to cure her
companion Wang of his imbecility.” Physical deformity imposes a limit in a
person’s life in different forms. In “Ch’iao-niang,” Fu’s impotence deprives
him of sexual pleasure in life, while Scholar Léng and Wang are kept from
having a career. By putting in his fox characters, Pu instills hope into the
human world. In P’u’s gothic world, miracles do happen to the hopeless.

By using foxes with supernatural powers, P’u’s tales help to relieve the
pain of death. In “Ch’in shéng,” the scholar is poisoned by his own wine
and dies at his prime. While the wife is mourning for him, a fox spirit comes
by and raises him from death.

P’u’s fox spirits also help man to satisfy his secret desire for love. A
stable but monotonous family life sometimes causes one to daydream and
fantasize. ““Shuang teng” % is such a story.60 Wei, an ordinary young
man who has no purpose in life except living and working for his in-laws,
meets a fox spirit one evening when he is alone upstairs in a winery. For
half a year, he has nothing but fun and sex with her, until one evening, the
spirit comes to say good-bye and disappears in the dark. The spirit could
be interpreted today as a figment of Wei’s imagination and as a relief from
everyday monotony, aithough P’u may not have intended such a psychologi-
cal interpretation. Wei, a young man in his twenties, is already settled down
for life. His lack of excitement and freedom in love helps build this fantasy
tale. “Fén-chou hu” ¥y M is another tale which can be interpreted as
an elderly man’s secret wish to have an extramarital affair.®! Ch’uis a state
official. Because of his social standing, his secret desire to have a relationship
cannot be fulfilled easily. The fox spirit appears in his house right in his
room. Moreover, she is not just the casual type but cares for and loves the
man. Her sincerity in this affair shows itself when he asks her to go home
with him. Although it is forbidden for a fox to cross a river, she tries her



144 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XVIi, No. 2

best to obtain permission from the river god, who allows her to cross the
river and stay with the official for ten more days. These two tales, on the
surface, are simple short stories. Yet they are symbolic of a man’s aspiration
in a free and true love relationship. I is free because it is outside wedlock
and free of obligation. It is true because the man and the fox usually get
together for no reason at all but love. Often the fox spirit asks nothing from
the man, and when their love calms down eventually, usually the spirit wilt
disappear, leaving no obligations for the man, but only beautiful memories.

The fox spirit world for P’u also represents the ethical world to which
he aspires. By using these spirits, Pu is able to create his idea of a Utopia
in front of our eyes. He uses foxes to redress social injustice and family
disputes; to remind and warn man of his moral obligation; and to reflect
corruption in the governmental and examination systems. Many scholars
claim that P’u’s tales are very didactic, that he emphasizes especially the
Buddhist idea of cause and effect, in which the good will be rewarded while
the bad will be punished for their deeds.® P’u, in order to give the weak
and oppressed emotional and poetic justice, takes the reader into a world
of the supernatural, in which the weak are protected by a certain magical
power. Not only are they able to escape oppression, but they are also given
a chance to redress the injustice done to them.

The story of “Chiu-shan wang” F1 [[J=F tells us of the fate of the Li
family when the master of the house decides to burn his tenant and his
family to death.®® His tenant, an old fox spirit, offers a hundred pieces of
gold to rent a deserted part of Li’s residence. The fox family then invite
Mr. Li over for dinner, during which he is offered very good food. Thinking
it strange that his tenant has changed the deserted house into a fine mansion
in such a short time, he decides that his new tenants must be foxes. In
secret, he buys some sulphur and niter and one day sets fire on the whole
house-hold. Up to this point, P’u shows us the injustice Li has done to
the foxes. Li, who has received a good rent from the foxes, has never been
bothered by his tenants. Rather, his deserted house becomes very well
decorated and taken care of. Moreover, the old fox spirit is friendly and
respectful towards Li. Liis presented here as an obnoxious, cruel and greedy
person. After the conflagration, the fox says to him,

“There has not been any rejection or complaint between us. I
have paid a hundred pieces of gold for your deserted land, no
small amount.. How can you then bear to kill us all? There is
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slim chance that I would not avenge this most obnoxious feud.”
(p. 666)

The old fox’s revenge against him takes advantage of Li’s greediness. Asa
fox, he is able to transform himself into a respectable fortune-teller who
appears to Li a year later. By telling Li that he is destined to be king, and by
assembling followers for him, the fox turns Li into a rebel leader. Li’s end
comes when the emperor’s army is surrounding his fortress and the fortune-
teller has disappeared. Li is captured and executed together with his whole
family. At the end, P’u makes his comments in the guise of the Historian
of the Strange. He says that Li’s end serves him right, for his cruelty is seen
when he murders the foxes. If Li had been a good man, the fox would
never have been able to trap him. The fox’s vengeance would not have been
possible if the fox had not been a supernatural character. A mortal tenant
would have died after the fire. Neither would he be able to change himself
into another man in order to win Li’s confidence or be able to recruit soldiers
and win battles for Li. The fox spirit here is presented as a respectable,
polite, and educated individual in the beginning. But at the end, in order to
avenge himself, he has turned into a cunning and cruel oid man.

The fox lady in “Wu hsiao-lien” is also able to avenge herself on her
husband Shih only because she is a supernatural creature. She demands her
medicine back. The result leads to Shih’s death. If she were a mortal woman,
she would have been deserted, insulted, cheated or even hurt by him. Pu
makes use of his fox spirits as his didactic tools in teaching these human
malefactors a lesson. By the end of his tales, the author is able to reinstall
social justice.

Such tales as the “Chou hu,” “Wu hsiao-lien,” “Chiu-shan wang,” carry
at least two messages from P’u Sungling. First, they are moral satires in
which man, who is at the top of the scale in the animal world, is compared
to the foxes, a rather low animal. The irony is that man (like the protagonists
Mu, Shih and Li in the above three tales), who is educated and intelligent,
does not act as he should. Yet the foxes, though they are bestial, act with
human dignity and love. Shih, a man with a military degree and a govern-
ment post, should be a man of understanding and discretion. He should be
able to tell what is wrong and what is right. His unwillingness and inability
to recognize the fox spirit’s virtues and to accept her put him morally below
the animal.

In “Chou hu,” Mu’s fault lies in his greediness, ingratitude and cruelty.
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Compared with him, the fox lady is more generous, kind, fair and frank.
Pu comments in the voice of the Historian of the Strange that even though
she is a fox, for all she has done for Mu, she does not deserve such treatment.
The moral character of the fox is elevated above the male protagonist in the
tale. In “Chiu-shan wang,” Li kills the old fox and his family just because
they are animal spirits. He fails to see them as polite, respectable and
generous individuals.

The second message of these tales lies in P’u’s intention to present to
the reader his ideal world — an ethical world in which love, generosity, and
kindness are highly valued. In his Utopia, human or unhuman beings with
the above moral qualities will win over the immoral. P'u is disappointed
by mankind and its vices and so creates a supernatural world in which
improbable characters and events can correct these wrongs.

The Function of the Female in P’u’s Fox Spirits

When one locks at the fox tales in Tai-ping kuan-chi, it is not difficult
to find that most Chinese traditional fox spirits are female. Many more than
half of the fox characters in the tales are female. Female fox spirits are
especially common when the tale is concerned with a man-and-woman
relationship. When the woman is the seducer, she is always a fox spirit. This
is such a traditional pattern that it has now become a modern cliche, which
the Chinese still use in their daily speech. The modern expression Au-li-ching
N SRS, “fox spirit,” refers to a “bad” woman who seduces a man sexually
and tricks him into giving her whatever she desires. In modern language, the
term is never used to refer to the male sex.

As in the past, some of P’u’s less interesting female foxes do carry
their traditional lewd image, such as the two foxes in “Fu hu”f{ Ji &
Both men in the two tales come across sexually demanding fox spirits. The
man in the first tale becomes sick and weak as a result. One day a doctor
gives him a kind of aphrodisiac which makes him so potent that he conquers
the fox in bed and takes its life. The man in the second tale is born so
sexually strong that when the fox spirit goes to him, his strength is enough to
scare her away.

Descriptions of the sexual relationship between fox and man appear
in many of P’u’s fox tales. They indeed form a pattern of an initiation
process, by which the male and female protagonists are attracted to each
other and fall in love. In P’u’s best fox tales, this apparently loose
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relationship later develeps into a relationship of true love, devotion and
sincerity. The female fox spirit’s lewd image at the beginning of the tale,
when she comes on her own accord to seduce the man she loves, can be
explained as a female’s expression of her need for free love in a morally
restricted Confucian society. In such an environment, the human female
does not have the right to choose her own lover, or the freedom to go out
of her house to visit him. The Chinese tradition requires the young woman
to follow the order of her parents, who decide her marriage and her life:

With Confucianism, two barriers are erected to insure the
cohesion of the feudal social order: the first is the door to the
bedchamber, the second is writing and knowledge in general. A
woman cannot cross them both at once.

In ancient Chinese society, only the males are free to visit friends, roam the
streets, and join different social activities. P°u bestows supernatural power
on the female foxes, so that they are able to express their love and hate
without obstruction.

As 1 have mentioned earlier in the story of “Wu hsiao-lien” and “Hsin
Shih-ssi-niang,” the female protagonists in these tales are able to avenge
themselves on men because they are foxes possessing supernatural power.
This is probably the only way that P’u can give emotional and poetic justice
to the social imbalance that he sees in the world around him: that females
are often oppressed by males, or sometimes by a more powerful female
agent, such as the old aunt in “Hsin Shih-ssi-niang.” The old aunt in the
tale represents the powerful, prominent and vicious forces against which
the weak, the poer and the powerless have to fight in society.

P’u’s foxes, then, are mostly female for the following reasons:

1) Foxes are traditionally regarded as a lewd animal. Therefore,
female foxes are ideal characters in a free love relationship.

2) These female foxes are used as symbols for mortal women who,
in a sexist society, are oppressed and controlled by men and other superiors.

3) The female foxes with supernatural powers give vent to social
injustice. With their superhuman power, they are able to correct the wrongs
done to them.

4) By using female foxes in place of mortal females in his tales, Pu
elevates the animal spirits to a higher level of existence. At the same time,
since these animals are virtuous, they give an exaggerated effect. P’u is
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saying that even among mortals such virtuous women cannot be found.
But for him, such virtuous women are essential in building an ethical world.

His tales of good female fox spirits are numerous. Among these are
“Ch’ing-mei,” “Ya-t’ou,” “Chizo-na,” “Lien-hsiang,” “Ch’iao-niang,”
“Hung-y,” “Hsin Shih-ssi-niang,” “Féng San-niang,” = I8 “Hsiao-ts’ui,”
“Féng hsien,” Bl {lll “Ch’ang-§,” and “Wu hsiaolien.”® Most of these
tales consist of a female fox spirit who falls in love with a mortal, helps him
in various ways, and finally establishes a stable and longlasting relationship
with him. The ending of these tales, in which the fox spirit is allowed to stay
with her husband or lover, is the almost unique contribution of P’u Sung-ling.
The fox tale section in Tai-p’ing kuang-chi has only one tale, “Chi Chén,” in
which the female fox is allowed to marry a man and stay with him unti
she dies of a natural cause. All female spirits in other tales are either killed,
driven away or leave on their own accord at the end. P’u’s fox tales are
different in that he unites man and animal not only on a love basis but also
on an ethical one. Moral virtues and everlasting love are enough for P’u to
break through the man-animal barrier. This barrier is dissolved in a very
subtle way. P’u’s fox spirits are so humanized that they not only look human
but also act, think, and speak like mortals. The fox spirit’s double identity,
fox and mortal, overlap and mix to form 2 model character for Pu.

To end this essay, I would like to discuss two tales: “Ch’ing-mei” and
“Ya-t'ou.” I choose these two because they have much in common and both
pertain to the points I have explicated above on P’u’s good female fox spirits.
1) Both Ch’ing-mei and Ya-t’ou are fox spirits. Ya-t’ou is from a family of
foxes, and Ch’ing-mei is the child of a fox and a mortal. 2) They both fall in
love with a mortal man, who is rejected by the fox’s family members. 3) Both
fox spirits fight for freedom in love, acting against their own families. 4) Both
foxes, after much suffering and patience, are able to reunite with their
loved ones and to enjoy the fruit of their struggle at the end. 5) Both foxes
give birth to children. 6) Both spirits are virtuous, intelligent, sincere and
loving individuals. 7) Neither of them has much if any supernatural power.
Cl’ing-mei has none whatsoever. 8) In both tales, two generations of foxes
show contrast between one another.

In “Ya-t’ou,” P’u places the female protagonist in the environment of
a brothel in order to emphasize her background. Ya-tou is both fox and
prostitute. Her mother and sister are typically greedy and lewd women. But
out of this moral pollution, Ya-t’ou emerges as a perfect daughter, wife and
mother. She is obedient to her mother. She loves and forgives her family,
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even though they have tortured her physically and separated her from her
husband and son. She is a good wife because she is chaste. After she has
spent her first night and has fallen in love with Wang, she will not take
another man. She would rather suffer beating from her mother. After the
elopement, it is also Ya-t’ou who wroks hard to support the family. Asa
mother, she is concerned about her son, who is impulsive and brutal. She
uses tears to teach him love and forgiveness. Ya-t'ou is a spirit which
possesses superhuman power, yet she does not use it unless she has to do so.
In only two instances does she display her magical power. First, she speeds
up the elopement by tying a talisman on the servant and on the donkey’s
rear. Secondly, she takes off the “evil tendons” from her son’s hands and
feet. But she does not use any magic to help herself while she is imprisoned
by her mother for eighteen years. Nor does she use it to acquire money in
order to help her husband when they first start life in a strange city. The two
magical deeds she has performed could be left out without changing the
tale substantially. This tale would then be just an ordinary tale without
any supernatural elements. With the fox, the story becomes partly a fantasy
and a fairy tale.

P’u emphasizes Ya-t’ou’s moral character by contrasting her with her
fox mother and sister. The fox mother in the tale has the image of a greedy
and cruel parent. She forces her daughters to sell their bodies to the cus-
tomers who come to the brothel. When her wish is ignored, she does all
that she can to inflict pain and suffering on them. She does not value true
love or family ties. Although Ya-t’ou’s older sister, Ni-tzli, is a minor
character in the tale, she does not leave the reader with a good impression.
She comes to fetch Ya-tou home after the elopement without trying to
understand her younger sister. When Ya-t’ou is suffering at home, she does
not even try to help her. Ni-tzli, like her mother, does not have love and
concern for her own family members. Ya-t’ou is exactly the opposite of her
mother and her older sister.

“Ch’ing-mei” is another of P’u’s good fox tales. She is half human
and half fox, born of a mortal father and fox spirit mother. Again P’u is
ingenious in bringing out Ch’ing-mei’s moral character by puiting her in a
low social stratum. Ch’ing-mei first starts out as an innocent child caught
in her parents’ dispute. Her father Ch’ing, impatient to have a male heir,
marries Madam Wang, while Ch’ing-mei’s mother, angry at being jilted by her
husband, leaves the infant Ch’ing-mei to her own fate and disappears. When
the father dies, Chi’ing-mei lives with her untle, who is a heartless man. He
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sells her as a maid into another Wang family, in which she serves the master’s
daughter. Ch’ing-mei turns from a happy child with a family into an orphan
and a maid in a stranger’s house. With such a complicated and discouraging
background, Ch’ing-mei could have been just an ordinary maid with no
education, no money and no social status. She could have spent her life
serving in the Wang family and marrying a fellow servant. Yet, because of
her merits, she turns into the wife of a prominent court official, enjoying
a happy family and prosperous life. Although she is a maid who must obey
orders, Ch’ing-mei is portrayed as a strong character who recognizes what
she wants and decides her own actions. Once she discovers that the poor
scholar Chang is a kind, hard-working and filial man, Ch’ing-mei decides to
match him with her mistress. She is not selfish, because she thinks of her
mistress first when she sees a good man. Later, when her plan to unite the
two fails, Ch’ing-mei volunteers herself to be the bride. She is confident that
she has made the right decision. No matter what happens, she will not be
swayed. When she tells her mistress of her decision to marry Chang, her
mistress says:

“You foolish maid, can you act on your own?”

“If nothing avails, I'm ready to die! %7

Although she successfully marries herself to Chang, she has nonetheless
plunged into another difficult situation. Chang’s family is extremely poor.
His father is very sick and needs to be taken care of constantly. Chang
himself needs time to study for the examination. Once Ch’ing-mei joins
the Changs, she takes up the responsibility to serve her in-laws. At the
same time, she embroiders to make a living, allowing her husband to have
the time and money to go on with his studies. Here cur heroine is portrayed
as a diligent, self-sacrificing (for she eats rice bran herself and gives the rice
to her in-laws) and filial daughter-in-law.

Ch’ing-mei remains a humble and kind person after she has become a
government official’s wife. Her magnanimity is manifested in her treatment
of her former mistress when the latter is in great distress. Although now
A-hsi is no longer her mistress, Ch’ing-mei still respects and loves her. When
she knows that A-hsi is homeless, she insists on bringing her to her house.
Far from being jealous, Ch’ing-mei is the one who arranges A-hsi to marry
her husband. We are told in the tale that, for the rest of her life, she serves
and respects A-hsi as she did before, even though she is the senior wife in
the family. Ch’ing-mei is a person who values friendship, love and righteous-
ness.
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Ch’ing-mei serves as a strong contrast to her mother, the fox lady.
Although in the tale, the daughter is said to resemble her mother physically,
they have completely different characters. Ch’ing-mei’s mother is promiscu-
ous. She hangs on a2 man’s belt and follows him home. But when she finds
that he is fickle, she leaves the man and her own child without a second
thought. This fox spirit gives us the impression of a lewd, selfish and cruel
woman. Yet Ch’ing-mei, the fox’s daughter, is humane and kind. When she
reunites with her former mistress A-hsi, she takes up the responsibility to
marry A-hsi to her husband. This is the crucial difference between the
mother and daughter. The mother fox, enraged with jealousy, breaks up
the family and ruins her daughter, while her child Ch’ing-mei harbors no
jealous feelings at all but only love and understanding for the new couple.
Rather than breaking up her relationship with her husband, Ch’ing-mei
unites the couple and herself into one family, which prospers with weaith
and children. For all this, Ch’ing-mei tums from a fox’s daughter into a
perfect model of a mortai woman. The reader should also notice that
Ch’ing-mei has absolutely no superhuman power at all. At the beginning,
she is not even able to save herself from being sold as a maid. In her early
married life, she has to work even harder than a maid for a living. Ch’ing-mei
has elevated herself from her animal status (as a fox), and her social status
(as a maid) to an intelligent, sincere and virtuous woman in P’u’s world.

One can say that many of P’u Sung-ling’s fox tales are didactic tales.
Everytime he tells a tale, he has in the back of his mind an ethical framework
from which he never strays. In all of his tales, there exists a strong tendency
to elucidate cause and effect. If a fox spirit is good, P’u never fails to reward
it. If a man is bad, at the end, he will surely get his due. This has become a
literary formula which underlies the whole collection of Ligo-chai. As C.T.
Hsia has said about the colloquial tales, the cause and effect formula limits
the realism in the tales.®® Not only is the reader able to predict the ending
while he is still reading the story, but the author has also limited his
imagination and his art if he has to follow a certain pattern. The good
foxes in P’u’s stories all are rewarded with more or less the same thing: a
successful and loving husband, with a prosperous family and children.
Apparently, these are the only things that a woman would want in that
social environment. Ch’ing-mei, Ya-t’ou, and Ch’iao-niang are examples.
Since our author insists on staying inside his own ethical fence, he is not
able to write such stories as Jén-shih chuan of the Tang Dynasty. Shén
Chi-chi wrote the story because he thought that Miss Jén was a rare female
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who was understanding and righteous. He felt sorry for her and so wanted
to record her life. This is different from P’u’s purpose of expounding morals
with his imagination.
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