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Translator’s Preface

When one talks about Chinese detective stories to Westerners, the
master detective that comes to mind would invariably be Judge Dee, made
famous by Robert van Gulik who wrote nearly twenty detective novels
featuring the judge, drawing his plots from case-books such as the Tangym
bishi (Parallel Cases from under the Rear-tree) which is, in his words, “‘a 13th
century manual of jurisprudence and detection”. It is unfortunate that his
erudite translation of this volume (first published in 1956) does not enjoy the
popularity of his Judge Dee stories for it provides the reader with a
fascinating picture of life in old China as well as the way the Chinese Penal
Code operated in the society of those days. However, van Gulik himself
admitted that it has its shortcomings when translated into English for the
modern reader: ... there are given also many arguments that appear
pointless caviling or even sheer sophistry, while a few of the cases deal with
subijects of slight interest to the modern student.”) He went on to suggest
an alternative: “Doubtless a new selection from all the cases recorded in the
T'ang-yin-pi-shik, I-yii-chi (Collection of Difficult Cases) and Che-yii-kuei-
chien (Magic Mirror for the Solving of Judicial Cases) would make much
more profitable and interesting reading.”@ The present volume is a
selection of cases from such sources as old case-books, historical records and
literary sketches with a view of providing the modem reader with the
“profitable and interesting reading’’ suggested by van Gulik.

In preparing this volume of translations, I am heavily indebted to van
Gulik who is undoubtedly the trail blazer in introducing this genre of
Chinese legal literature to the West. The prefaces, introductions and notes
found in his works give a wealth of information concerning the Chinese legal
system, Chinese society in early times and the main differences between
Western and Chinese taste in detective fiction. I have no intention of
duplicating his admirable efforts so I will confine myself to giving a brief
explanation concerning the one hundred cases I have selected for ‘this
volume.

These cases cover a period from the Former Han dynasty B.C.206-
A DD 25) to the Qing dynasty (1616-1912). The main principle of selection is

(1) T'ang-yiu-pi-shih, preface, p. X.
(2) ibid.



story interest and I have avoided the characteristics of Chinese detective
fiction (expounded by van Gulik®) which the Western reader might find
hard to accept: Most of the cases are very short and the number of people
involved are limited, thus reducing digressions and a host of foreign-
sounding names. The supernatural hardly plays a part in these stories, with
the possible exception of ‘‘Accidental Death’ (Case 24) in which the injustice
resulted in a drought that drew the attention of the judge. A note of realism
runs through all the cases and is reinforced by details such as the dynasty
in which the incident happened, who was the presiding Magistrate or Prefect
at the time and the exact district, city or prefecture where it took place. The
style of these narratives is sinple and unadorned, giving stark details rather
than indulging in flowery prose. This strengthens the impression that these
are authentic accounts rather than some writer’s flights of imagination, In
fact, though some cases are taken from sb-called fiction such as Liaozkas shiyi
(Strange Tales Written in the Indolence Study) or literary sketches and
jottings (biji xiaoshuo), it is widely believed that these accounts are based on
true incidents and they were accepted as such by readers throughout the
centuries. As for the details of the criminsls’ punishment, some cases do
furnish rather gruesome descriptions, but all of them are confined to one
brief sentence or s0. 1 believe that leaving these intact will preserve the
distinctive character of such records of Chinese legal cases as long as the
accounts are not offensive to the reader. ’

1 have divided the one hundred cases into four large categories. In the
course of selecting and translating, I discovered that certain cases have points
of similarity and felt that putting them together would provide interesting
comparisons. This, no doubt, was the reason for the format of the Tangyin
bishi. However, it must be borne in mind that the grouping is ultimately
arbitrary and one could find a number of cases which could fit into more than
one category. '

“In rendering these accounts into English I have adopted the principle
of readability as my prime consideration. My versions are for the common
reader rather than the student of Sinology. This is the sole reason why I
choose to use end notes rather than footnotes which would distract the
reader’s attention. The treatment of the Chinese units of leagth such as chi
and cun is a case in point. When the exact meaning of chi is not necessary
to the understanding of the story (as in Case 37 “Justice after Three Years”),
I leave the romanised term in the story and put in a note at the end of the
narrative 10 let the reader know that one chi is approximately one third of

(3) Dee Goong An, preface, pp. I1-IV.
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a metre. Where the exact length of the unit is an important part of the tale,
I enclose an explanation in parenthesis immediately after the romanised term
(see Case 40 ““Matching the Weapon to the Wound"’). In still another case
1 use the method of substitution (see Case 38 “Incompatible Evidence”’) and
chose “foot”” and “inch” to replace chi and cun because these English units
are nearer in length to the Chinese linear measures than the metric units and
thus would sound less obtrusive than a mouthful like “How could a knife
with a blade well over one‘,third | of a metre long have made a wound of less
than three centimetres?”’ Since the contrast in length rather than the exact
measurement is the point here, I think using substitution serves to enhance
the readability of the tale.

Some of the cases are very Chinese in flavour in the sense that they
assume some knowledge of Chinese customs and habits on the part of the
reader. I have interpolated explanations in the main text (as in Case 74 “A
Matter of Respect”), provided a note at the end of the story (as in Case 56
“The Mark on the Forehead”) or just left it to the Western reader to
assimilate the fact that the Chinese have customs and concepts very different
from their own (see Case 67 “A Chinese Solomon”’). Where the story gives
rise to queries that had nothing to do with cultural differences (such as why
there was no decomposition of the corpse in Case 8 ‘“The Suicidal
Br.degroom”), 1 offer no explanation, since the same question would arise
in the mind of the Chinese reader and it is not the translator’s place to usurp
the function of the author. .

Whenever reigns and dynasties are mentioned I have supplied dates in
order to help the reader place the case in a historical context. However if both
reigns and dynasties are included I usuaily give the dates for one and not the
other so that the number of parentheses is kept to a minimum. The Chinese
titles of the cases were mostly added by later compilers of casebooks and
some merel; use the name of the judge in the story as the title. I have
invented English titles for all the cases according to the nature of the story.
It is my hope that these titles will contribute to the readability of the tales.

Lastly, I should like to express my sincere appreciation to Mrs Beth
Hui who patiently read through the manuscript and provided me with 2
Westerner’s perspective of the tales and offered many helpful suggestions.
Needless to say, all the mistakes are my own.

K.L. Kiu
December 1988
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