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P’u Sungling 7 FA M , author of Ligo-chai-chih-yi, was born in 1640
(13th year of Ch’ung-cheng, Ming dynasty AF £%j5 13 4 ) and died in 1715
(54th year of K’ang-hsi, Ch’ing dynasty j& g5 BE 5 4 4F ).} During his seventy-
five-year life he witnessed the most tumultuous years of the change of the
dynasties and the social chaos before and after it. When he was born, there
had already been a series of farmers’ rebellions beleaguering the already shaky
Ming government, particularly those led by Li Tze-ch’eng ZEFH g  and
Chang Hsien-chung 5E @t & . In 1644, four years after his birth, Li Tze-
ch’eng ran over the Ming capital, its Emperor Szu-tsung FE 52 and his
Empress were obliged to commit suicide, and the Ming dynasty came to a
close although some princes were later enthroned one after another first at
Nanking, then in Fukien, and then in the border provinces of Kuan-tung,
Kuanghsi, and Yiinnan and dragged the nominal existence of the dynasty
for seventeen years until its formal extinction in 1661. After the extinction
of the Ming dynasty, Koxinga (Cheng Ch’eng-kung #§ gt Iy ) crossed the
Taiwan Strait with his army, occupied Taiwan, and turned it into an anti-
Manchu base. He died the next year, but his son Cheng Ching #f#& carried
on his will for twenty years until his death in 1681. His coward son Cheng
K’e-shuang #f 355 38 succeeded him and surrendered to the Manchu
government in three years. During Cheng Ching’s twenty-year resistance to
the Manchu government, there were also many other rebellions against the
Manchus, the most important ones being those of the three former Ming
generals Wu San-kuei # = , Ken Ching-chung Ek %5 & , and Shang
K’o-hsi fi 8] & . Their uprising shook the Manchus, but due to a lack of
coordination among them they were eventually defeated by the Manchu
forces. When Cheng Ke-shuang surrendered Taiwan to the Manchu regime,
P’u Sung-ling was forty-four years old, cozily settled down at the house of
Governor Pi B J| 38 as their guest-tutor but still preparing himself for
the provincial examination. According to “The Author’s Account of Him-
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self” P’u wrote for his Strange Stories (Liao-chai-chih-yi Wi # £ 2R ) in
1679, his writing of the book had come to a definite stage by then and his
short stories were attracting more and more readers and winning him a very
high literary reputation. He was then perhaps resting on his laurels so far as
his literary career was concerned.

Some Japanese scholars have suspected that P’u Sung-ling might have
Arabic blood? partly because his surname was not a Chinese one and partly
because his foremost ancestors P'u Lu-hun # % /& and Pu Chiijen
i came to settle down in his native place as Mongolian officials
during the Yian dynasty. Through the seven generations of his family tree,
the P’us produced one chin-shilh i 4- and a few sheng-yiians Bz B and
thus were regarded as the most prestigious family in the village. As a matter
of fact, Sung-ling’s uncle P’u Chu #ii{ acted as the leader of the village
militia and died in a battle against bandits®. Sung-ling’s father P'u P’an
7 Az was educated to follow the regular course of taking the civil-service
examinations one after another, but after a few setbacks in the #ung-shih
5, he thought it better for him to take care of the family first who were
suffering from extreme poverty and thus he switched to business and made a
small fortune in a few years. The family as now taken care of but he found
himself near forty and yet without children. Perhaps because he attributed it
to his pursuing wealth at the cost of his studies and charities, he gave up his
business at the age of forty, shut himself up studying Confucian classics at
home, and, whenever occasions necessitated, donated money to charities.
It would seem that this change of P’u P’an’s attitude towards life did arouse
the gods’ sympathy, for he was then given five sons successively, four by his
wife and one by his concubine. By the time he had had five boys, he became
quite poor, so poor that he could not afford to employ a private tutor to
teach his sons. He was then obliged to teach his own sons himself. Sung-ling
was the fourth son but the brightest and so gained most of his father’s favor.
His oldest brother died very young. Among the four brothers the first three
managed to acquire the status of sheng-yiian® . From this fact we could judge
his father was a good teacher. We could very well imagine that Sung-ling grew
up in a family devoted to preparation for the civil-service examinations:
the father-teacher had an unfulfilled wish throughout his life and his children-
students were supposed to work hard to fulfill their father-teacher’s
unfulfiled wish.

Sung-ling’s examination career at first looked quite bright, for he passed
all the three tests of the tung-shik with the highest honors and won a very
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high praise from the chief examiner Shih Jun-chang W35 , a very
well-known scholar of the day. He was then only nineteen, much younger
than the average age of novice sheng-yiians®, and yet ranked at the top of
them. In just more steps he could reach the top of the ladder of success. How
could he know that he was to spend the next. thirty years trying to climb the
next step in vain? At the age of seventy-{wo, two years after he retired from
his private tutorship at the Governor Pi’s, and three years before he was
summoned to the next world, he was at long last granted the status of kung-
sheng B, # for his spotless record as a sheng-yiian for over half a century.
He was also called a sui-kung-sheng 3% B 4 ', a kung-sheng chosen for his
seniority as a sheng-yian. This status did grant him an admission into the
social circles of the upper gentry. and also a qualification to be assigned to an
official post if his age were below forty. He was said to have attended, for the
last time, the provincial examination at Chi-nan, capital of Shantung
Province, in 1687 (the twenty-sixth year of K’ang-hsi) at the age of forty-
eight. That was said to be his tenth trial in the provincial examination®, and
yet failed again. Shortly after his return from this examination, he wrote an
essay for fun entitled “Blame on the White Mustache” (Tsé-pai-tsirwén
# e3¢ ) partly to lament his long years of fruitless efforts to achieve
his kung-ming partly to satirize himself on his unforsakable obsession or
dream of kung-ming. A free translation’ of the first paragraph of the essay
provided as follows: '

Oh, white mustache, how thoughtless you are! Attentively
sticking on the cheeks, you look like silk; brilliantly white upon
the mouth, you look like fishbones. You turn a handsome man
ugly and a young one old. You make a man unwelcome among
young beauties and laughable among light-hearted young fellows.
Should a government official keep your company, his relationship
with his senior officials would immediately get strained; should a
scholar possess you, his examiner would turn his face away from
him.... How inconsiderate you are, white mustache! You
should have attached yourself to the premier or the ministers,
since their positions are well established and they are thus never
afraid of you. You should not have come to me because I am still
working hard to achieve my honors and my position. How should
you have come to me, one this year, another next year, slow to
leave but quick to return like an unwelcome guest? You sprout
just like wild weeds the moment you are cut. How brazenfaced
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you are! Why don’t you blush a bit?®

The white mustache here is not a mere personification just for fun; it also
symbolizes his long-cherished kung-ming dream which he did want to get rid
of every time he suffered adefeat at thé examination hall, but which returned
to him and haunted him each time the next examination was drawing nearer
and nearer to him—it was so abominable and yet it was insuppressible.
Sung-ling was obliged to accept it with resignation. It was also said that three
years later when he was fifty-one hie tried his luck once more in the provincial
examination and that the chief examiner who had heard a lot about his
literary reputation was ready to grant him the top place of the examination
but also P’u was obliged to withdraw.from the examination half way through
because of a sudden illness.” Probably he was ordained not to acquire the
honors. That sort of fatalist feeling crep into his mind long before this event.
In “The Author’s Account of Himself” in his Strange Stories he wrote:

When the bow was hung at my father’s door, he dreamed that a
sickly looking Buddhist priest, but half covered by his stole,
entered the chamber. On one of his breasts was a round piece
of plaster like a cash, and my father, waking from sleep, found
that I, just born, had a similar black patch on my body. As a
child, T was thin and constantly ailing, and unable to hold my
own in the battle of life. Our own home was chilly and desolate
as a monastery; and working there for my livelihood with my
pen, I was as-poor as a priest with his almsbowl. Often and often
I put my hand to my head and exclaimed, ‘Surely he who sat
with his face to the wall was myself in a previous state of exist-
ence’; and thus I referred my non-success in this life to the
influence of a destiny surviving from the last. I have been tossed
hither and thither in the direction of the ruling wind, like a
flower falling in filthy places; but the six paths of transmigration

are inscrutable indeed, and I have no right to complain. 10

After long years of fajlure, he might have taken it for granted that due
to his fate he should not have a taste of worldly wealth and glories. Near the
end of his examination career, he might even be militating against himself.
He might have been prodded into further attempts by the success of his sons
in the t'ung-shih for he would definitely feel a bit uneasy since his sons had
gained a status equal to his; however, he seemed to have believed it was his
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fate never to attain the next step. We have good reasons to suspect that
psychologically he was militating against his own success; why should an
experienced examinee like him have committed a blunder!! in the required
formality of writing his examination paper and why should a careful man like
him have fallen ili'* at the provincial examination? These were things he'did
in the last two examinations he took.

Sung-ling might have started collecting his strange stories just as a hobby
or a time-killer to relax himself from teaching and preparation for all the
examinations he took, yet in due course of time, while writing down the
short shories he heard from his servants, friends, and neighbors, he came to

. realize the possibilities of employing them to criticize the society of his day
and even give vent to his pent-up feelings. In a tyrannical society where
realistic social criticism might endanger his own life‘,13 the form of fiction,
especially strange stories about supernatural beings, fox spirits, and ghosts,
would make an ideal vehicle for his criticism. By the time he wrote “The
Author’s Account of Himself” for his Strange Stories in 1679, he openly
declared:

With a bumper [ stimulate my pen, yet I only succeed thereby in
‘venting my excited feelings,” and as I thus commit my thoughts
to writing, truly I am an object worthy of commiseration. Alas!
I am but the bird, that dreading the winter frost, finds no shelter
in the tree; the autumn insect that chirps to the moon, and
hugs the door for warmth. For where are they who know me?
They are ‘in the bosky grove, and at the frontier pass’—wrapped
in an impenetrable gloom!

When he wrote “The Author’s Account of Himself,” he was actually at the
lowest ebb in his life. At the end of the self-account he even expressed a
naked self-pity and lamented his lack of chik yin 51F , friends who knew
him very well and thus were willing to help him with his quest for advance-
ments, especially such influential friends as were able to help him succeed
in the examination and win an official appointment. In his opinion his
scholarship and writing far exceeded the achievements of those who had
defeated him in the examinations.

I

It was only natural that Sung-ling would ascribe his failure to the unfair
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or even incompetent examiners. And there in his short stories we do find
some merciless exposure of the incompetence of the examiners. In the story
of “Ssu-wen-lang” %] 3 Bf “Secretary to the God of Literature”* he
presents a blind monk who was able to smell a burning essay- and pass his
judgement on it. To this monk, there came three examinees who after their
examination asked him to smell their essays and tell them if they could pass
the examination. He passed favorable judgements on those of Examinee Sung
and Examinee Wang who were quite modest and friendly to each other, but
commented unfavorably on that of Examinee Yu-hang who was behaving
quite arrogantly. When the results of the examination were published, they
were surprised to find that Sung and Wang were not among the successful
but Yu-hang was, just contrary to the monk’s prediction. Examinee Yu-hang
immediately went to chide the Buddhist monk, who quietly replied that he
had passed his judgements purely on the basis of the merits of the essays
and that he had no knowledge of their writers’ individual fortunes. He meant
that Yu-hang had succeeded just because.he was lucky. He further
commented on the examiners: “I am merely eye-blind, but the examiners
are at once eye-blind and nose-blind.” The monk, to prove the validity of his
judgement, volunteered to find out who his teacher was if he could bring his
teacher’s essay and burn it for him. Yu-hang did accordingly, and to his great
dismay the monk called him to stop burning it further because it was getting
so unbearable for him to smell such a poor essay. The monk implied the
teacher’s essay was even wortse than the student’s. Suhg—ling implied that only
such skunkish essays as Examinee Yu-hang’s and also his teacher’s were
acceptable to the examiners. If one wants to succeed, one should follow the
poor style of Yu-hang and his teacher. Should one uphold one’s own style,
one would be doomed. '

Therefore, in the story of “Chia Fung-chih” E Z % ,'° Sungling
presents a scholar already holding the status of sheng-yiian called Chia Fung-
chih. Chia was well known for his talent in literature, and yet he had been
unsuccessful in the provincial examination. One day he came across a man of
good manners and found him to be an expert in writing examination essays.
Chia invited the scholar, who called himself Lang, to come to his home
to comment on his own essays. On perusing Chia’s examination essays, Lang
commented: “They might be good enough to .win you the top place in an
ordinary school test, but never good enough to win you the last place in the
formal civil-service examination.” “How corme?” asked Chia. “Do you think
you need my explanation? It’s always more difficult for you to do a thing
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with your head and heels raised than for you to do a thing with your head
and back bent forward.” Lang then cited some essays as the target to
emulate. Chia found them to be the ones that he despised most and
complained: “A gentleman writes to be immortal. Even if I could gain the
premiership by such nasty essays, I would stilt think it very mean of me to
write them.” Lang left him with a comment that he was too young to accept
his suggestion. In the next fall he took the provincial examination again
without any success. Then he remembered what Lang had said and forced
himself to study the recommended nasty essays carefully. Three years flew
and it was again time to get ready for the provincial examination. When Lang
showed up again, Chia made haste to ask him to make comments again on
his essays. Again his comments were not favorable. Chia was very much
depressed and went ahead to put together all the poor sentences he could
remember from his study of the nasty essays. And he was quite dismayed to
acquire high praises from Lang for this essay. Lang wanted him to recite this
essay and told him to write such a one in the coming examination. Lang even
made him take off his shirt and write a magic spell on his back to make sure
that Chia would not forget the essay. In the examination, he could remember
nothing but that essay. So he wrote down the nasty essay with a great regret.
Nevertheless, when the results were published, he was immensely disturbed
to find his name among the successful candidates. He felt so much ashamed
of himself that he decided to leave his family for good and pursue the life of a
Taoist monk. Hearing of his decision, Lang volunteered to take him to a
Taoist fairyland. It was very obvious from the story that Sung-ling wanted to
expose the incompetence of the examiners and also their lack of ability to
appreciate really good writing. In his eyes, the society of his day was upside-
down and the good was driven away by the bad. As a matter of fact, he wrote
a story of an up-side-down country called Lo-ch’a 5& 3 .1°

Lo-ch’a was a country where government officials were selected not
according to their scholarship but according to their facial “beauty”; the
more beautiful faces people had the higher positions they were offered. The
true intention of this funny idea was to sneer at the examirers’ inabilities
to choose the right persons for the government to fill in the right posts.
The prime minister of the country, whose face was supposed to be the the
most beautiful, was indeed special: “His ears drooped forward in flaps; he
had three nostrils, and his eyeashes were just like bamboo screens hanging
in front of his eyes.”!” To make the satire sharper, Sung-ling turned the
situation upside down twice. First he made us doubt the wisdom of the
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examiners and then he made us doubt the value of comely faces, by calling a
hideous face beautiful and according it with high honors. The double twist
makes us stop and think.

As P’u Sungling suffered again and again from defeats at the examina-
tions, for which he thought the examiners should assume full responsibilities,
he hit upon an idea to improve the situation: screening of the examiners
themselves. To get the right people to play the part of examiners, the govern-
ment should not just appoint them but must hold examinations to select
the fully qualified examiners. In the first story of his Strange Stories, “K’ao
ch’enghuang” Z i p2 “Examination for the Post of the Local Guardian
God,”!® he began to hint that even the post of alocal guardian god required
an examination to find the right man to fill it, let"alone the post of an
examiner. And then in Vclume II, we find a story entitled “Yi-ch’i-8”
F k= “Examinee Y Ch’i-6.’1° As the story goes, an exarniriée called
T’ao Sheng-yil went up to the provincial capital to take the provincial exami-
nation. Some time before it took place, he found lodging in the suburb and
planned to make the final dash for the examination. One day wher: he went
out for a walk, he came across a man looking like an examinee still with his
luggage on his back. Ashe found him a man of good manners, Tzao invited him
to stay with him. The man was called Yii Ch’i-é, who carried no books with
him except an ink-stick, an ink-slab, and a writing brush. He said he did not
like to study. Yet one day he came to borrow books from T’ao and shut
himself up inside the room copying from the books in great haste. With his
curiosity aroused, T’ao peeped into the room and found Yii burned the essays
that he had copied and swallowed the ashes. Later T’ao asked him what magic
he was rendering to himself. Y replied that once he swallowed the ashes
he would never forget the essays. Quite amused by this magic, T’ao asked Yi
if he could teach him that magic so that he might memorize all those essays
for himself. Yii seemed to have some difficulty in complying with his request.
When he was pressed very hard, he finally told Tao that he was not a man
but a ghost. So what Y1l could do as a ghost could not be taught to T"ao as a
man. Yi also told T’ao that he was preparing himself for an examination to
be held in the underworld for the posts of examiners, because most of the
officials had neglected their studies for years and would not make good
examiners. That was why the underworld emperor wanted to hold a special
examination to choose the right persons to play the part of the examiner.
One day Yii came back downcast and told Tao that as the god of literature
was going to be transferred to become king of a distant land the examination
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was canceled. The examiners’ posts would be taken over by those drifting
hungry ghosts like the blind musician Shih K’uang Ffif and the money

lover Ho Ch’iao HJIE who had been detained in the darkness for quite a
few hundred years and thus were no longer used to the daylight and could
not read the examination essays. Here we notice Sung-ling pointed out the
blindness and corruption of the examiners by comparing them to “those
drifting hungry blind ghosts.” From this we could imagine how bitterly Sung-
ling hated the incompetent and corrupt examiners. The story was about the
underworld, but through a ghost story P’u Sung-ling evidently wanted to say:
we can find the same situation here in the human world, but we do not have
the examination to choose the right men to become examiners. In other
words, he presented his idea through a ghost story. Following the tradition of
Wei and Chin ghost stories, his ghost stories present much similarity and
intercommunication between the world of men and that of ghosts.

As his experience in taking examinations and his familiarity with the
inside world of the examiners grew, he came to find that his Kung-ming
career was not only marred by those incompeétent and -corrupt examiners but
also by some competent but lazy and irresponsible examiners, for these
negligent examiners found théir job of grading the examination essays boring
and so let their assistants or secretaries do their job. They never cared if their
secretaries would choose the right candidates for the government ; they cared
only for their own eas¢ and comfort. Therefore, in the story of “Ho-hsien”
{4 “Immortal Ho,”® he lashed out against those lazy irresponsible
examiners. There was a young scholar named Wang Jui-t’ing FHwE in
Ch’ang-shan 1l , who could act as a medium to a spirit calling himself Ho
Hsien, a disciple of Lii Tung-pin’s & A% , who sometimes said he used
to be Lii Tung-pin’s stork. This Ho Hsien was very much fond of discussing
essay -and poetry writing with the local scholars. He could also advise them
on medicine and examination-essay writing. A Han-fin scholar Li Chih-chun
as well as a number of local scholars often turned to him for advice and for
fortune telling. In his fortune telling he reasoned very logically, free from
mystic guessing. One day Ho Hsien was asked to comment on the examina-
tion essays that some of the local scholars had just written in the provincial
examination which was held shortly before and the results of which were yet
to be published. One of the scholars present at the gathering presented the
essay of a Li Pien whose academic performance had been excellent and thus

"whose grades they wished to know as soon as possible. After a while, through
the medium, Ho Hsien passed his judgement: “Grade one.” But in another
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while Ho Hsien came back to say: “The judgement just made a little while
ago was entirely based on the merits of the essay itself, while it is really a pity
to say that Li’s present fortune is no good and that the merits of the essay do
not match his fortune. This is quite unusual; I suspect the chief examiner
does not grade the essays but lets his secretaries handle the job. Let me go
and have a look.” In a while Ho Hsien came back to say: “When I visited the
chief examiner’s office, I found him fully occupied with other miscellaneous
jobs and the job of grading the examination papers was being handled by a
few assistants of his, who in their previous existence were all drifting hungry
ghosts for eight hundred years in the total darkness and thus became unac-
customed to daylight just like primitive cavesmen fresh from their long years
of imprisonment inside a dark cave. So Li’s case looks hopeless.” The scholars
present at the gathering were quite worried and asked for remedial measures.
Ho’s answer was: “The remedial measure is always there for you to take; .
everybody knows what to do.” He of course implied: the hungry ghosts need
feeding, i.e., you've got to bribe those assistants now grading your essays if
you want to pass the examination. When Li Pien heard of the story, he was
quite worried and presented his examination essay to han-lin scholar Sung
Tsu-wei for comments. His comments were quite favorable; he assured him
of success. And yet when the re_sufts were published, Li’s essays were graded
grade four: he flunked. Sung was surprised at hearing the results and had a
second perusal of the essays and commented with a deep regret: “Mr. Chu,
the chief examiner, is a very good scholar; he should not have made such a
mistake; the mistake must have been made by his secretaries who even do
not know how to punctuate an article!”

According to Chang Chin-chiao’s exhaustive study in his P'u Sungling
Nien-pigo (P'u Sung-ling’s Chrowicle), this was a true story. Here in this story
we notice that P’u Sung-ling was repeating the same epithet of “hungry ghosts
detained in darkness for a few hundred years and thus unaccustomed to
daylight™ in his description of those imcompetent assistants whc helped the
chief examiner with grading examination essays. P’u Sung-ling really hated
such heartless people that treated the examinees in such a thoughtless
manner. No matter how much you might hate the blind examiners, the
corrupt examiners, the lazy, irresponsible examiners, and the greedy assistants
of the examiners, you could never improve the situation, you could just feel
powerless and helpless. It was not merely a matter of the examiners, but a
matter of a social system that authorized them with that fatal power to
play with the poor lives of the Chinese scholars. Yes, it was the whole social
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system, the examination-oriented social system or the kung-ming-oriented
social system that trapped all the Chinese scholars like a hunter did his
game. Who was then the hunter? It was Chu Yiianchang 48 ;0B  the
founding emperor of Ming dynasty (1368-1661 A.D.), with the help of Liu
Chi Z] Z who had designed this examination system to screen candidates
for his government posts. Chu Yiian-chang excitedly exclaimed: “Now I'm
sure all the Chinese scholars will be trapped in my net!”?! No wonder that
the first emperor of the Ming dynasty got so excited, for his was a net the
proud Chinese intellectuals all jumped into of their own will. P’u Sung-ling
was among those who flew into the net like a blind sparrow. After he got
caught he could not escape. When he realized there was no way out but to
stay quiet there in the net, he naturally developed resignation and even a
fatalist philosophy of life. He took to the Buddhist conception of retribution:
one’s destiny in this life has been decided by one’s last life.

As he indicated in the account of himself, in his last life he was a
Buddhist monk and so in this life he was supposed to live a poor, lonely life
like a Buddhist monk. Sung-ling’s dilemma was that in spite of his full
awareness of his fate, as he declared in his preface to the book, he could not
‘say die with good grace. The deep-rooted kung-ming orientation of his
character was too much strong for him to change or even cut off. As a
genuine writer, he had a good knowledge of himself and wrote a pathetic
story to satirize himself, entitled ““Ssu-chiu*3 K “Ssu-chiu, an Unusual
Girl.”%

Yii Shen W iE , a young scholar from an old family in Shun-t’ien
M R , was now living in the provincial capital preparing himself for the
proviuncial examination. He noticed a comely boy living opposite his house
and took great interest in him. Later on he managed to have a talk with him
and got quite attracted. The comely boy happened to carry the same surname
as his and called himself Yii Shih-ch’en ® $:%k . Before long they agreed
to become sworn brothers and Yii Shih-ch’en dropped the middle character
from his three-character name to make his name sound like that of a brother
of Yii Shen’s. Yii Shih-ch’en, now calling himself Y1 Ch’en, invited Yii Shen
to visit his house across the street, which was very tidy and clean, where he
introduced Shen to his younger sister Ssu-chiu, quite a charming girl about
the age of thirteen. In his talk with Ch’en, Shen found him to be a bright boy
with a very strong memory. Shen sometimes let him write examination essays
and found his essays very well written. When Shen asked him why he had not
taken the tung-shih and pursued a king-ming career, he replied that he did
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not have that good fortune for such a career and so would have to worry so
much about one’s career that life would become unbearable. That was why he
did not like it. Time flew and very soon it was time to take the provincial
examination, which was held every three years. Ch’en was extremely
disappointed to learn Shen was again flunked. He did not believe that an
examination should be so difficult and began to realize a strong urge to try it -
himself. With the help of Shen’s persuasion, the urge eventually overran his
resistance. “At first I did not like it only because I hate to be disturbed by
concern over my success. Now that I see your repeated failure, I cannot help
feeling a strong urge for it. Let me have a try!”?® Ch’en walked right into the
trap of his own will in spite of his awareness that it was a trap, a trap of no
return. Just like Sungling himself, Ch’en was successful in the ¢'ung-shih;
he passed all the three tests with the highest honors. Famous did he become
overnight; everybody knew him to be a very promising young scholar. In the
preliminary test. next year Ch’en again won the highest honors. It seemed
as if success at the provincial examination were right in his grasp. Shen and
Ch’en happily participated in the provincial examination the next year and
were tegarded as the most promising, especially Ch’en whose examination
essays were then being copied by so many examinees for future imitation.
Both of them felt hopeful but when the results came out they were not
among the successful candidates. Ch’en could not believe his eyes, but it was
true that his name was not on the list. He now remembered all the days and
nights he had spent on preparation for the examination and all the admira-
tion and praises that he had aquired and ail the dreams of a glorious day, '
and at this moment he had to face his failure and taste its bitterness! It was
too .much for him to bear all this—he collapsed right there when Shen, who
had had much experience with failure, wanted to cheer him up. Shen sent
for his sister Ssu-chiu, who arrived in time to hear his last word asking her to
put his body into a coffin and close it right after his death, not letting other
people see his body. Shen was greatly distressed to find his sworn brother
dying and yet when he heard Ch’en’s admonition to his sister he became
very curious and, taking advantage of Ssu-chiu’s short absense, opened the
coffin lid and had a look at his friend’s body and lo! What he found there
inside the coffin was not a human body but the body of a big boockworm.
Ch’en had been a bookworm assuming a human form and after his death he
returned to his original form. What does P’u Sung-ling want to say by this
story? At the end of the story there is a moralizing remark:?*

The historian of strange events comments: It is very long since
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Master Kuan-ch’eng (Master Tube-Castle = Master Writing Brush)
was supposed not to eat meat. Since you have a very good under-
standing of a kung-ming career from the very beginning, why have
you not managed to keep clear from it? You should have known
that the blind examiners do not evaluate your examination essays
but your fortune. Now you die just because your whole-hearted
strike has missed the mark. How piteous you are, you silly
devoted bookworm! Alas, one would rather remain indolent
than attempt a high flight!

“The historian of strange events” obviously refers to the author of the
book, P’u Sung-ling himself, and “Master Writing Brush” of course also refers
to himself. Then “It is very long since Master Writing Brush was supposed
not to eat meat” refers to his own story of his pre-existence as a Buddhist
monk who is supposed not to eat meat. “Meat” can be construed to mean
kung-ming. So a man like him, with the personal background of a Buddhist
monk, was supposed not to have anything to do with kung-ming from the
very beginning. He should have managed to keep far away from it and yet he
didn’t! Sungling now took himself to task. He was comparing himself to a
bookworm. By this self-derogation, he implied: Because of his inability to
maneuver among the examiners, i.e., to flatter them and even to bribe them,
he had to remain unsuccessful. The self-derogation was actually a very fierce
accusation against the examiners. The bookworm’s death represents the utter
exhaustion of an examinee after long years of hard work and also his desire
for an immediate death and total disappearance of himself from this world.
We could very well imagine that the story was written shortly after his failure
in one of the ten or eleven provincial examinations that Sung-ling took. This
pathetic story was in a sense Sung-ling’s self-mockery, self-pity, or self-clegy.
He wanted to give it up, he wanted to say good-bye to his kung-ming career,
for a bookworm like him should not have tried it at all. Sung-ling was fully
aware of the examination complex that he himself was developing. As a
matter of fact, he used “seven likes”? to illustrate the psychological process
of an examinee: First he looks like a beggar when he first enters the examina-
tion hall, bare-footed and with a basket in his hand; second, he looks like a
prisoner as soon as the government officials start calling the roll; third, he
looks like a lonesome autumn bee worrying about the advance of the year
when he enters the assigned examination room; fourth, he looks like a sick
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bird just released from its cage when he comes out from his examination
room exhausted and tranced; fifth, he looks like a monkey chained <o a post,
worried and uneasy, while he is waiting for the outcome of the examination;
sixth, he looks like an impoisoned fly, immobile and unfeeling, when he
cannot find his name in the roll of honors, and then he begins to roar up,
throwing all his stationary, books, etc., into the waste basket, cursing the
blind examiners, and swearing never to take the examination again, until his
fury subsides; seventh, he looks like a pigeon just breaking through the
eggshell, beginning anew fo prepare himself for the next examipation. It
was an unescapable cycle to the Chinese scholar of the day, unless he could
break through it and edge into officialdom.

1

Side by side with Sung-ling’s fatalistic views are his retributive ideas and
sometimes Taoist escapist concepts. These constitute the three basic key
notes of his fiction. 1hat is why Hu Shih calls him a great writer but a poor
thinker.?® Just like the common people of his day he believed in fate,
retribution, and Taoist escape in case of necessity.

Innumerable Chinese folk tales could be found on the topic of retribu-
tion. P’u Sungling’s Strange Stories is no exception to this. Among the many
stcries on the topic of retribution, there are some related with voung
scholars’ examination careers. In the story of “Yeh-sheng” ZEE “Student
Yeh,”?" Yeh was a very brilliant scholar, well known in his native town and
yet he had been a failure in his examination career. There came to his town a
new magistrate called Ting Ch’eng-ho T Z®#E, whe paid great respect to good
scholars, Very soon Ting was greatly attracted to Yeh’s writing. One day he
invited Yeh to visit his office for a talk, after which he respected Yeh the
more and asked him to come and study at his office at night, using the
official lamps. Besides, he also sent money and food to his family very
frequently. Yeh, because of gaining such an appreciative friend in the person
of the town magistrate, worked even harder than before. In the praliminary
test to the provincial examination Yeh won the highest honors and dathed in
the shower of congratulations from his friends. When he took the next
provincial examination, he did his best and left the examination hall with a
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heart swelled with hope. He showed Ting a copy of his examination essays.
Having perused the essays, Ting praised him highly for his talent in writing

and expressed strong confidence in his success. In spite of Ting’s favorable
comments, however, he flunked again. He came across blind examiners,

examiners who did not evaluate the examinee’s essays but his fortune. Ting
wanted to cheer him up but in vain; Yeh went home and fell ill. The illness
got worse every day regardless of the tending of his family and Ting. An
evil thing is often followed by another: Ting was fired from his post because
he failed to get along well with his superior officials. As Ting was getting
ready to leave the town for his home, he sent for Yeh, for he wanted Yeh to
come along with him, but Yeh was too ill to accept the invitation. Hearing
of Yeh’s illness, Ting put off his departure to wait for Yeh’s recovery. A few
days later, Ting’s servant reported Yeh’s arrival and request to leave with him
immediately. Back at his home, Ting had a son sixteen years old who knew
nothing about essay writing. He trusted his son in the hand of Yeh for his
education. To reciprocate Ting’s respect for him, Yeh made every effort in
his teaching and managed to turn Ting’s son into a good scholar in a short
time. Ting’s son passed the primary #ung-shih and then the provincial exami-
nation successively without any failure. Thankful to Yeh’s teaching of his
* son, Ting also thought of Yeh’s own examination career and reminded him of
this. Yeh replied: “Everybody has his own fortune. Pve just managed to
prove, through your son’s fortune, that my failure was not due to my lack of
ability but due to my lack of good fortune. Besides, I have nothing to regret
now that I have had such an appreciative friend as you. What.else can I expect
from life?”?® However, when Ting’ son was going to travel to the capital for
the palace examination, Ting told his son to take Yeh along and purchased a
studentship in the Imperial College for Yeh. Through this arrangement Yeh
was qualified to take the special secondary examination equivalent to the
provincial. examination in the capital. Ting’s son passed the palace examina-
tion and was assigned to a governmental post. And then Yeh also passed the
secondary examination ard gained his long-delayed honorable title of chii-jen.
Ting then suggested now that he had acquired the long-sought honor he
should go home and let his family share it, to which Yeh agreed and left for
home. Approaching his home from afar, Yeh saw his wife come out from his
home dressed in a miserable manner and the surroundings of his home also
looked quite desolate. When she found him, she looked immensely frighten-
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ed. Yeh asked why she treated him like a stranger after only a few year’s
absence. She replied in a fearful voice: “Please do not frighten us in this
manner. You diéd a few years ago. We have not been able to bury you
because we have been extremely poor. Now that our oldest son has grown up,
we are now planning to find a piece of land to bury you!”” Yeh was surprised
to be treated like a ghost. He walked right into his own house and found
a coffin still standing there and then the next moment he fell onto the ground
and disappeared, leaving his clothes behind. When his son came back from his
scacol, he found a horse-drawn carrige with a servant in front of his house.
He rushed into his house to ask his mother what all this was about; she told
him what had just happened. Later on they learned all about Yeh’s life in the
past few years and his recent achievement in the long-sought honor. The story
hes a double motif of retribution and posthumous quest for kung-ming.

Here is another story on the topic of retribution, “Ch’u-sheng” £ H
“Student Ch’u.”? Ch'u was a ghost permittéd to stay in this world while
waiting for his turn of transmigration. Ashe used to be a very good scholar, he
ccntinued to work hard even during this short stay in this world. And during
this short stay he came across a very good teacher Lu, very much appreciative
of his talent who thus treated him as if he were his own child, and a very kind
frend Ch’en who volunterred to help him with his tuition even by stealing
from his father. To repay what he owed the friend, he went to take the
provincial examination for Ch’en in Ch’en’s person, while his friend ghost
Liu, on his request, took Ch’en’s spirit out visiting scenic spots and amusing
places, and he succeeded in the examination. And then to reciprocate Lu’s
kind treatment, Ch’u asked his cousin who was then in charge of the job of
transmigration in the netherworld to assign him to be reborn as a son to Lu.

As we observed in the afore-mentioned two stories on the topic of
retribution, reciprocation, the other side of retribution, seemed to get more
emphasis by P’u Sungling in his construction of the story-plots. Compared
with the first story, where reciprocation takes the form of fully devoted
teaching of the friend’s son, the second story provides two special ways of
reciprocation: one is to take the difficult examination in the person of the
friend and the other to be reborn as a son to the teacher. The ways of reci-
procation are different mainly because the reciprocators realize their bene-
factors’ individual needs, needs usually very important to the benefactors and
yet very difficult to meet in normal ways. The reciprocators will then take
drastic measures, very often in supernatural ways, to meet their needs: to
give the benefactor’s son very effective tutoring and convert him into a very
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successful candidate in the examinations, to take an important examination
in the place of the benefactor lacking in confidence, and to be reborn a
son to the benefactor, whose other children are not talented, and win him
honors in the future.

The third story we want to cite here is “Leits’a0” = & “A God of
Thunder.”® Yao Yunho #ZE # and Hsia Pingtsu B 5 F were
close friends, growing up and studying together. Hsia was particularly intelli-
gent and became a well-known scholar even when he was ten. Very natually
Yao assumed a very respectable attitude towards Hsia and learned quite a
lot from him. No matter how hard they might work, they remained a failure
in the provincial examination. Hsia, physically rather weak, died during an
epidemic one summer. As a good friend, Yao gladly took care of Hsia’s
family and eventually found it impossible for him to continue his study
because of the financial burden. He was obliged to give up his studies and
then engaged himself in business. In a short period of time Yao became
fairly well-to-do but always thought it a pity that he had to give up his
examination career. One day on his way back home from a business trip to
Nanking, he took -a rest at a restaurant, where he found a tall, sturdy man
sitting in a corner with a downcast look. Out of compassion he asked him if
he had taken his meal. Yao got no answer from him; neverytheless, Yao
pushed his plate of food to him and asked him to help himself to the food.
Yao was then amazed to find him eating it very voraciously with his fingers.
Yao ordered the second, third, and fourth servings for him until he said he
had enough. Yao never expected this man to be a god of thunder, let alone
have reciprocation from him, but he made freinds with a god of thunder and
would get his reciprocation very soon—he was saved by him from drowning
in a stormy river. Besides, the god of thunder took him on a trip in space,
where he plucked a star and pocketed. it as a souvenir. He was also given an
opportunity to watch a group of gods of thunder sprinkling rain-water and
actually helped with the sprinkling. When it was time for the god of thunder
to say good-bye to him, for his sentence of three years to roam in the humnan
world had now come to the end, he let Yao hold the end of a rope and slide
over the edge of the cloud down to the earth. The small star that Yao
pocketed home began flying like a firefly one night in the presence of Yao
and his wife and as they were watching agape it flew into his wife’s mouth
and went into her body. That night Hsia appeared in Yao’s dream saying that
small star was he and to repay what he and his family had received from Yao
he wanted to be reborn as his son. Yao’s wife got pregnant soon and delivered
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a cute babyboy in due course of time. They named it Hsin-er B 5 “Starlet”
in memory of the star. Hsin-er grew up to be a very intelligent boy and
achieved the high honor of chin-shii at the age of sixteen. Again the reci-
procator repays the benefactor what the latter needs most: Yao was thirty
and yet without a child. Hsia did not only repay what Yao needed most but
also in the best way one could expect. The story here has the same basic plot
structure of retribution stories except that it contains a sub-plot of the god of
thunder which plays a double function of an independent retr-bution story
for itself and a catalyst to set in motion Hsia’s reciprocation. Just because of
the subplot the story becomes more ethereally romantic and beautiful.
Psychologically these retribution stories echo not only Sung-linz’s Jonesome-
ness and yearning to have an appreciative friend but that of all luckless
Chinese scholars. In the old tradition of Chinese creeds, a scholar could die to
reciprocate an appreciative friend while a2 woman accepts a man who is very
much fond of her. If one could die to reciprocate, what else ane could not
do? )

Another interesting retribution story is “Hsi-huang-liang” 8§ # 42 “The
Millet Dream Continued.”3' As the title suggests, Sung-ling intends the
story to be a continuation of the famous ‘“Huang-liang-meng” & A
Millet Dream,” by Shen Chi-chi #TEE# (¢750-800) which is also known as
“Chen-chung chi” ¥, 1 82 “Travel Inside a Pillow.” As is well known,
- “Huang-liang-meng” is the story of a young scholar, luckless in his examina-
tion career, who came across an old Taoist, to whom he complained about
himself still leading a farming life while the dream of his childhood was to
pass the examinations, getlinto the lift of official promotion, ar.d acquire the
highest position of premiership, to enjoy all the luxuries and honors of the
world. While talking, the young scholar felt like lying down for a good
sleep. The old Taoist, taking out from his old bag a bluish ceramic pillow with
a hole in both ends, presented it to the young scholar: “Lie down on this
pillow of mine, young fellow, and youw'll achieve whatever you want t0.°%
Accepting the pillow and lying down upon it, he dreamed of himself entering
the pillow from the hole in one of the ends and went back to kis own home,
marrying a charming lady from the big old Ts'ui family, passing the examina-
tions, acquiring the coveted status of chin-shih, stepping in-o the lift of
official promotion, and rising to the position of premiership. He suffered
from only one setback caused by a jealous colleague’s false accusation of his
treason together with some generals guarding the national borders, otherwise
his life was all very smooth sailing until his death and awakening from the
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dream. When he woke up, he found the millet that the landlord had started
cooking before he fell asleep was still being cooked. The end of the story is
quite didactic: life is a dream after all no matter how glorious it might be.
Sung-ling’s millet dream is markedly different. First, the hero was not a
farming scholar luckless in the examinations but a lucky scholar having just
passed the palace examination and having acquired the status of chin-shih
and dreaming of climbing to the top of the Jadder of success as soon as
possible. Second, .Sung-ling’s millet dream covered two lives while Shen
Chi-chi’s covered only one life. The former was actually an independet
retribution story of doing evils this life and harvesting the fruit of the evils
in the next life. In his story Sungling emphasizes the retribution of doing
evils, while Shen Chi-chi writes on the theme of life-is-a-dream. It was very
iikely that Sung-ling wrote such a story to frighten those wicked government
officials. As the story goes, Tseng Hsiao-lien went to the suburbs with the
new chin-shihs for a walk one cay and heard of a very experienced fortune-
teller living in the Buddhist temple there. Some suggested that they go and
have their fortune told and the suggestion got unanimous agreement. As
soon as they saw the fortune teller, Tseng asked if he had that good fortune
to become a premier. To flatter him, the fortune teller replied: “Yes, of
course. You'd enjoy at least twenty years of peaceful premiership.” 3 At the
feply Tseng got very much intoxicated and right there started talking about
how he was going to assign different posts to all his close friends and relatives.
Soon there was a rainshower preventing them from leaving the temple and
while they were waiting there for the sky to cléar up, Tseng fell asleep and
began to dream. In his dream he received two messengers from the Emperor
who asked him to proceed to the palace immediately. At the palace he was
made the premier to help the Emperor work out national policies and
supervise the officialdom. The first thing he did was to acquire posts for all
his close friends and relatives and fire those from their posts who had
offended him in the past. No luxury he left unenjoyed and no cash gift he
left unaccepted. In a matter of a few years Tseng got very wealthy and hi}
luxuries of life almost comparable to those of the Emperor himself. Then the
famous censor Pao as well as other censors began to report what he had been
doing to the Emerpor, which eventually led to his discharge from his post
and punishment to military service near the western borders. Retribution to
all his evil doings began to befall him, with his downfall. On his Way to the
western borders, he was killed by people who had been maltreated by him
and his soul was led to the big wheel in the underworld for transmigration.
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Then he found himself reborn a daughter in a beggar’s family. As he grew up
quitz charming he was purchased to be a concubine to a scholar who had a
very jealous wife. Under this jealous wife he had to live a very miserable
1:fe. One night when this scholar was with him, two thieves broke in and
killed the scholar. The wife accused him of murdering the husband at the
magistrate’s office and he was sentenced to death immediately. On his way
to the execution ground he bitterly felt the lack of righteousness in the world
for he had to be killed because of the crime he had not committed. Just at
this painful moment his friends woke him up for the sky had cleared up and
they had to leave. Sungling seemed to warn the examiners not to do too
many evil things since they were all subject to retribution. A

In “San-sheng” = 4 “Three Lives,”>* we have another very interesting
s.tory"of retribution and counter-retribution over three lives. In the first life
a schelar called Hsing Yu-tang took an examination and flunked. He felt the
examiner was unfair and so accused him of unfair treatment to the king of
the uniderworld after his death. The underworld king summoned the examiner
10 his court to answer the accusation. The examiner said he was then acting
as the chief examiner and he decided his cases mostly according to the
recommendations made by the lower examiners. The king retorted: “Since
vou are in charge of the job, you cannot dodge the blame. For your
negligence you should be lashed.”3® Thousands of ghosts who had been
maltreated by him in the previous life were watching the proceeding of the
interrogation there. When they heard of this sentence, they protested all ina
voice to the light punishment. They all requested a much heavier punishment,
say, cutting out of the examiner’s heart. The king could not help complying
with their request and ordered the punishment. After the punishment the
examiner was sent to the great wheel of transmigration and was reborn a boy
‘n an ordinary family. One day a band of bandits stormed his village and
‘mprisoned him and many other villagers. Soon the official troops came and
crushed the bandits. Some bandits and villagers were arrested as they were
staying together. The villagers were interrogated one after another and set free
but when it was the bov’s turn to be interrogated he found the interrogator,
+he commander of the troop, was nobody but the luckless scholar who
accused him at the underworld king’s court. He was summarily beheaded
without any interrogation. So now it was his turn to go and accuse the former
sxam:nee before the court of the netherwcrld king. This time, as the
sxaminer had beaten the examinee’s parents before, the king said now they
were even with each other. Then both of them were senterced to be reborn
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as two dogs in the third life, where they fought against each other to death.
It was a very fierce dog-eat-dog battle literally. Now they had no reason to
charge each other, but in order to keep peace between them the underworld
king ordered the examinee to be reborn a boy and the examiner’s future
son-inlaw. And yet it was not until the examinee succeeded in the provincial
examination that relationship between them became really harmonious. We
might laugh it off as Sung-ling’s imagination, and yet we do realize how much
embittered anger the luckless examinees harbored against the examiners,
particularly those blind ones, those who did not evaluate the examinees’
essays but their fates and their gifts. Sung-ling was among those luckless
examinees whose éxamination essays had not been properly evaluated. He
had good reason to punish such examiners in his retribution stories.

1110

In 1675 (14th year of K’ang-hsi), owing to rapid increase in military
expenses for campaigns suppressing the uprisings of the three former Ming
generals, the Ch’ing government issued an Emperor’s edict permitting
purchase of studentships in the Imperial College and also the status of sheng-
yitan.3® The edict was then followed by more edicts permitting purchase of
some official posts in the following years every time the government needed
special military budgets that the public finance could not provide. As these
so-called irregular routes to climb the ladder of success weré opened, many
rich families made haste to purchase the official statuses for their lazy sons
and thus catapulted them into the privileged society of the gentry. No invest-
ment was more lucrative than this one. However, we could understand how
the luckless scholars from poor families would feel—years and years of hard
working and yet they were still barred outside the gate while those indolent
~ scholars from wealthy families just paid taels of silver and went inside. Sung-
ling had to find stories to protest to the unfair measures, even though he
knew fully well that he could not make the government change its policy.

In the story of “Seng-shu” {& 5 “A Monk’s Magic,”3’ a Buddist monk,
after over ten years’ absence from the village temple where he used to
associate closely with a young scholar, highly intelligent and very ambitious,
from an old family, came back to the temple to find the old friend stiil
unable to pass the examinations. Out of sympathy for this poor friend, he
volunteered to have his fortune improved by bribing the netherworld official
in charge of the job of distributing different fortunes to different people.
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The monk asked him to prepare ten thousand coppers, but he said he could

‘not manage it. The monk then reduced it to half the value and he promised
to get that amount of money ready: and the monk himself prepared the other
half for him. The monk then told him to put the money on the edge of a
weil in the backyard of his house and wait there beside the well and push
the money into the well when he thought it was about the time the monk
would rzach the temple. He thought it not very wise of him to invest so
much money on magic whan he was not sure of its success and so took away
nine thousand coppers and pushed only one thousand coppers into the well.
When the monk came back he chided him for the foolishness he had
commited—because of economizing his fortune was only so much improved
as to allow him to achieve the status of fu-kung-sheng ByE 4 . an
associate chii-jen, while he could have improved it to achieve a chin-shih if
he had paid ten thousand coppers in full. It was too late for him to rue it.
In the provincial examination of the year he did win the title of an associate
chii-jen as predicted by the monk. Fate is supposed to be zn unalterable
thing, ard now money can alter it. Great is the power of money! Foolish was
the man who did not believe in the power of money to improve his own
fortune. _

Should one just stand by and watch how money talks? Are there really
no ways to check the abuse of the power of money? There should be some
upright zod to correct it. Sung-ling thought of the upright Kuan Yi- B 44
who hated any form of cheating. In the story of “Kung Sung-hsia” 2D E
“Office Broker Kung Sung-hsia,”*® a young scholar from a wealthy family
was just preparing to proczed to the capital to purchase the post of a hsien
magistraze when he suddenly fell ill. It was over a month since he had lain
down because of an illness when they had an unexpected guest declaring
himself to be an intimate guest of the eleventh prince of the Emperor. He said
he could help him purchase a higher post of a district governer instead of
a mere hisien magistrate. After some negotiation he finally disclosed the truth:
he knew he was dying and thus wanted to help him purchase the post of
ch’eng-huang 3 Ba , a local guardian deity, so that even after his death he
could lead a very prestigious life. This unexpected guest called himself Kung
Sung-hsia. Finally their talk was concluded and the rich young scholar
decided to accept the offer. He paid the required amount and was therefore
summoned to an netherworld office and got the assignment. He had a very
pompous retinue organized and started to proceed to his assigned post.
Everything was all right on the way until one day his retinue came across that
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of the upright deity Kuan Yii, who did not like the pomposity of his retinue
and looked into his case and found out his background and ordered to have
his official post relieved and also to have him lashed fifty times on the hips
and banished from the underworld. By the time he went home and regained
his human existence, it was already seven days he had laid unconscious in
bed. Later he also found his pretty concubine had died a few days earlier.
On the day of her death she was heard to mutter: “My husband has become
the local guardian god of Cheng-ting and now has sent for me. I am going to
join him there.”®® So he lost money, a charming concubine, and also the
netherworld’s official post that he had paid dearly for. Sung-ling had such a ’
dunderhead expelled even from the netherworld—how could he let that
crooked man assume any honorable post when he had already been
unwelcome in this world? Sung-ling perhaps did not realize that by having the
dunderhead expelled from the underworld he actually saved the dunderhead’s
life. Neither this world nor the underworld likes to have such a nasty fellow.
Then where else do you think he could get his accomodation?

v

Just like the lucky Chinese youth Aladdin, in the Arabian Night, who
would rub the magic lamp to summon the genii to bring him whatever he
wanted, a poverty-stricken scholar, who had failed in the successive exami-
‘nations, would likewise resort to hallucinations as an outlet for his own
miseries. As a result of his hallucinations, Sung-ling ironically produced many
fascinating romantic love stories that ever appear in Chinese literary world.

The first story we would like to cite here as one reflecting the poor
Chinese scholar’s hallucinations is “Chih-ch’eng” %% “Nymph = Chih-
ch’eng,”* which was actually Sung-ling’s imitation of the well-known T’ang
romance “Liu Yi” #f38 “Young Scholar Liu Yi,” a romance narrating how
Liu Yi sent a message to a dragon princess suffering because of her ﬁnhappy
marriage. Chih-ch’eng was a nymph attending the Dragon Queen of Lake
T’ung-t’ing, whose sock was lightly bitten by a drunken scholar Liu, a
namesake of Liu Yi, who happened to be in the boat on his way home from
a failure in the provincial examination. King T’ung-t’ing and his retinue were
then using the boat temporarily and all the boating people hid themselves in
the bottom of the boat. Liu was left there because he was dead drunk at the
time they were making haste to the bottom and they tried to wake him up
in vain. When he woke up, he found such a charming girl as Chih-ch’eng
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standing just before his face. Unafraid at all, Liu lightly bit the sock of one
foo: of the girl, which almost tripped her when she wanted to mova. This
happenad in the presence of the King, who gave an order to look into the
cause. When they found out it was due to Liu’s biting of her sock, the King
ordzred his immediate execution. The executioner was dragging him out
when he cried out to the King: “I heard your Majesty also carries the surname
of Liu, which is mine, an¢ that your Majesty was also 2 failure in the exami-
nations just like me. Your Majesty now enjoys such a high position merely
because your Majesty came across the dragon princess, while I am now being
drazged to death. How unfair this is?”# Hearing this, the King tcld the
executioner to release him znd asked him to write a narrative poem about the
romantic story of the dragon princess. Liu took his time writing a long
narrative poem, which fortunately won appreciative remarks from the King.
He was later dismissed with a crystal ruler as a gift and was told that with
that crystal ruler in hand he could save himself from being drowned in a
storm on the lake. He did come across a very severe storm, but his boat
remained safe because of this crystal ruler. After his safe arrival at home he
often mentioned this unusual event to his friends and neighbors. Months
later, when he went to Wu-ch’ang on business, he encountered an old woman
with a crystal ruler in hand saying that she was not selling it but looking for a
gertleman in possession of such a crystal ruler to marry her girl. Liu showed
her his crystal ruler, which matched the old woman’s exactly. He was taken
to a boat where he was introduced to a really charming girl of sixteen. Later
he found it out that she was Chih-ch’en, the charming nymph attending the
Queen of T’ung-t’ing, whose sock he bit. She explained that the King had
finally acquired the Queen’s consent to send her to him and that was why she
came looking for him with the old woman. Well, this poor scholar Liu, just
because of this connection with the King of T'ung-t’ing, got rich due to the
King’s gifts and lived a very comfortable life. We could imagine how many
poor scholars coveted such an encounter, which would bring both a charming
wife and an instant fortune. To many scholars the high-sounding Ccnfucian
ideals to serve the people and the nation were a mere pretense to acquire
these two things. As a matter of fact, Chinese scholars were encouraged to
work hard by two lines of verse. “There in the book could you find a house
of gcld/There in the book could you find a face as charming as jade”* If
they failed to achieve their beauties and wealth through the difficult examina-
tions. they could perhaps acquire them through such romantic encounters with
nymphs, dragon princesses, fox spirits, or even flower fairies. Stories like
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“Hsiang-yi” &% “Flower Fairy Hsiang-yi”, “Huangying” #3¥ “Chry-
santhemum Fairy”, and “Feng-hsien” J&il] “Fox Spirit Feng-hsien” are all
indicative of this aspect of the life of Chinese scholars in the olden days. In
connection with these hallucination stories is a story entitled “Shu-ch’ih”
2= 7 “Bibliomania”%® which deals with an extreme case of belief in the
existence of a golden house and a jade face in a book.

There was a young scholar called Lang Yu-chu in Peng-ch’eng, whose
father used to be a very good governer of high integrity and also a biblio-
phile. When his father died, he inherited nothing but a house of books. He
was extremely poor, yet he was unwilling to part with any of his father’s
books. He firmly believed in the existence of a golden house and a jade-like
charming face in the books and concentrated on his reading books day and
night. He seldom went out and had nothing to do with his neighbors. In the
examinations his essays were always good, but he always failed. One night the
miracle he had been expecting did appear before his eyes: a charming girl
came out from the book he was reading and married him. A strange girl she
was, for she asked him to stop reading the books and begin learning to play
chess, to play some musical instruments, and to drink. In her opinion, he was
barred from the ladder of success chiefly because he did not associate with
other scholars. So the requirements for him to succeed, were to learn to play
games, to play musical instruments and sing, and to drink. A good antidote
to a bibliomaniac like Lang!

Vv

Last but not least, we would like to discuss the stories reflecting the
Chinese scholar’s Taoist fancies of escape from the merciless realities of life.
Religion has always been man’s last resort in time of need or despair. Years
and years of failure, over thirty years in case of P’u Sungling, would indeed
cast one into an abysmal darkness. Now and then ideas of Taoist escape must
have invaded Sung-ling’s mind. He must have recalled many T ang romances
telling how intelligent scholars gave up their ambitions for kung-ming, severed
their worldly ties, and sought for immortality in secluded places. Life is as
short as a dream. Why should one care so much for kung-ming? In the long
run a man must succumb to the scythe of death and all will come to nothing.
What is all this hustle and bustle for? If Odysseus got Circe’s temptation to
give up his intention to go home, Sung-ling must also have been tempted by
the sirens of Taoist immortality to give up his ambition during his thirty
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years’ efforts to achieve the title of chiijen and edge into the social circle
" of the upper gentry.

In the story of “Pai-yii-yi 5§ FE “The Advice of Pai Yi-yii”* we
find z very promising young scholar, at first fully devoted to his preparation
for his kung-ming career and then with some hesitation won over by Pai Yii-
yi to the Taoist path to immortality. The happy young man was called Wu
Ch’ing-an. Though bom in a poor family and losing his father very early,
Wu worked very hard and achieved a very good reputation as a scholar quite
early. A han-lin scholar named K& was particularly fond of his writing and
betrothed his daughter to him. In the provincial examination of the year he
was regrettably unsuccessful and greatly ashamed of himself. He told Ké
that should he fail again in the next provincial examination he could marry
his daughter to anybody but him and began to work even rhuch harder than
before. One moonlit night he had an unexpected visitor at his home. The
visitor called himself Pai Y-yii, also a young scholar with the title of sheng-
yiian. After a talk Wu found Pai a very good scholar and asked him to move
in his house so that they could study together. The next day Pai moved in
and studied together with him, but Wu found him studying books having
nothing to do with the civil-service examinations and asked why. Pai replied
that ke was not interested at all in a kung-ming career and so he did not have
to read books related to it. At night when they were having a drink together,
Pai showed Wu a book on the practice of medication. Wu showed no interest
in such stuff and told Pai that he could not possibly take that road to immor-
tality because he could not get rid of all his worldly concerns, particularly
that of extending the family tree. Pai then asked why he had not got married.
Wu then told him about his betrothal to the charming daughter of K& and
also his promise not to marry her until he passed the next examination. Pai
became a little disinterested and left him the following morning. Before his
departure, he told Wu that if Wu wanted to see him he could ask him to come
by sleeping in Pai’s bed. Pai then took off on the back of a cicada. Wu now
knew Pai to be an immortal. A few days later, it started raining and Wu
missed Pai greatly. He went to lie down in Pai’s bed. Very soon Pai’s servant
appeared followed by a number of colorful paulownia birds. The servant
caught one of the birds and' presented it to Wu as a means of transportation.
Very soon they were travelling through space and then passed through the
Gate of Heaven and finally alighted at the entrance of a palace, where Pai
was already waiting for him. That night Pai gave a gorgeous party in honor of
him, at which there was ethereal beauties and music and ambrosial drinks and
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delicacies that Wu had never had before in his life. After the party was over,
he was even offered to pick up one from among the beauties present at the
party and take her to bed. The next morning the servant came to wake him
up and took him to the Gate of the Palace and dropped him back to Pai’s
bed. Over ten months later, when he was taking a noon nap, the beauty he
took to bed in heaven appeared in his dream with a new-born babyboy. He
woke up to find a real babyboy beside him: he now had a son to extend the
family line and could leave home, except that he had to take care of his old
mother, and pursue his path to Taoist immortality. He named the child
Meng-hsien £ fill “Fairy-in-Dream” to commemorate his affair with the
fairy in heaven. He then sent a message to Ké telling him he no longer
intended to marry. his daughter because of his having made up his mind to
give up his examination career and pursue a Taoist path to immortality. K&’s
daughter refused to marry anybody but Wu in spite of Wu’s decision and
came over to his home of herself to help take care of his mother and the
babyboy. Two years later Wu's mother died and Wu left his home to Kés
daughter and rejoined Pai in the immortal world. The boy Meng-hsien grew up
a very brilliant boy: at the age of fifteen he passed the palace examination
and won the honorable title of chin-shih. Personally I should think this story
takes care of every desire of the Chinese scholars of the day. First, the hero
had two wives, one actually marrying him in heaven and giving birth to a
babyboy for him and the other earthly nominal wife to look after the baby
boy and educate him. Second, even though he forsook his earthly ambition,
an'arrangement was already made for him to have a really bright son to win
all the worldly honors he had failed to. He was then set free to pursue his
immortal life and now and then appeared to take care of his family on the
earth. Another thing we should point out here is that the heavenly world
presented in the story provides all the luxuries one covets down on the earth,
including even sex. In other words, the heavenly world is by no means ascetic;,
by moving there one Ioses nothing, one actually gets more. There should be
no reason at all for one not to proceed to that world.

There is another excapist story “Chia Fung-chih.” the first part of which
we have already quoted to explain Sung-ling’s attack of the blind examiners.
We must resume the story where we dropped it off: Chia left home to escape
from the success in the provincial examination because of the shame he felt
at his own poor examination essays. His mystic friend Lang gladly took him
to a fairyland where he was supposed to practice meditation and live an ascetic
life. He was happy to stay there and to keep his mind crystal-clear. However,
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the cver-sympathetic Lang, presuming Chia might miss his home and wife,
secretly brought his wife over to spend a night with him. This was discovered

. by the chief fairy in charge of the fairyland, who was very stern and gave an
order to expel Chia and his wife right away. By the time they reached home
they did not recognize their run-down house and there were no people who
recognized them either. Chia learned from an old man there that he
disappeared over a hundred years ago after his success in the provincial
examination. In other words, he found himself a Rip van Winkle. Out of
necessity of life Chia was obliged to pursue his examination career from the
very beginning together with his own great grand children. He was very
successful this time: he passed all the examinations one after another and
won the honors of chin-shih in a few years. Chia was then assigned to a high
official post and lived a few years of prestigious life before he was impeached
for the evil doings of some of his great grand children and relieved from his
post and punished to military service in the north-eastern borders. When they
came to the sea coast on their way to their destination, they suddenly heard
loud music and a big boat sailing by with Lang standing at the head of the
boat waving to them. Chia and his wife dashed into the sea and were soon
helped into the boat, leaving the soldiers escorting them agape. Chia and his
wife were on their way to retum to the fairyland after their second stay in
this world. Compared with the story of “Pai Yii-yii,” the story of “Chia
Fung-chih” sounds much more complicated mainly because of the Rip-van-
Winklian arrangement and Chia’s successful second examination career and
thus his full taste of kung-ming. Wu did not have to take the examinations
again and let his bright son do the job for him, while Chia had to for he did
not have such a bright son or great grandson. On the contrary, Chia had to
suffer from unfilial, evil-doing gréat grandsons, who served to Chia as a starter
for his second quest for Taoist immortality. Another marked difference is
that Chia went to an ascetic Taoist fairyland, while Wu went to a sensuous
one. It seems there were many different Taoist fairyland catering to different
people.

To summarize the examination syndrome of P’u Sung-ling and that of his
age reflected in his fiction, we could probably say the stories we have cited
in the present paper present six symptoms of the examination syndrome:
Symptom 1: Blame on the examiners. :

-A. Blame on the incompetent examiners for one’s own repeated
failure in the examinations.
B. Suggestion to hold a qualifying examination for the posts of
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examiners.

C. Blame on the lazy competent. examiners and their incom-
petent and corrupt assistants who help them grade examina-
tion essays.

Symptom 2: Blame on one’s own fate—self-pity and self-lamentation.
Symptom 3: Belief in retribution.

A. Good returns to good doings.
B. Bad returns to bad doings.

Symptom 4: Blame on the government’s sale of official posts.

Symptom 5: Romantic hallucinations.

Symptom 6: Taoist fancies of escape from the realities of life.

From the above we have acquired a very clear picture of the examination
syndrome of P’u Sungling: most of the sound and fury were aimed at the
examiners and people relatec to the execution of the examination system but
no doubt was directed at the system itself. When the examiners are found to -
represent the system itself and thus immovable, blame was then aimed at -
one’s own fate, and then imagination freely played in the direction of retri-
bution, supernatural help, and eventually escape to Taoist fairylands. We
could reassert what Dr. Hu Shih has already said: P’u Sung-ling is a great
writer but poor thinker.
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