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STUDIES ON PRE - QIN NARRATIVE:
THE FORMALIZATION OF CHINESE
NARRATIVE TRADITION
(ABSTRACT)

The ancient Chinese civilization originates from and takes shape in
pre - Qin period. Archaeological research shows that basically the ancient
Chinese civilization grows up independently within Chinese region. Since
the narrative tradition formalized in pre-Qin times is an important part of
ancient Chinese civilization, this macro-background determines it must
have regularities and traits different from other narrative tradition. All
change comes from origination, only by clearly commanding the narrative
tradition of ourselves, we could understand later narative development
better. Guiding by this thought, the author concentrates on studying the
various narrative pattemns in order to reveal laws and characteristics. of
Chinese narrative tradition and draws a broad outline of it.

Narration originates from pre-history. In pre-Qin times historical and
literary narrative mix up together, narrative message transmitting is multi-
furiously scattered in fields of inscription on bones, tortoise shells and
bronze wares, divinatory verses, myth, books of history, speeches of Zhu
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Zi (the exponents of various schools of thought during pre-Qin times) , folk
art and literature and religious sacrificial rites. The formalization of Chi-
nese narrative tradition is greatly benefited in the melting process of mis-
cellanuous narrative morphologies. In order to have a comparatively com-
prehensive and accurate description about the appearance of Chinese nar-
rative tradition, the author focuses each narrative message carriers in turn
so that we could fully elaborate their condition, function and contribution.
Considering pre-Qin narrative has comparatively more primitive elements,
this study pays special attention to the verbal and folk narrative forms.
The followings are the key questions of focalization: How does the event-
recording act appear? How does the narrative expression develop from in-
conscious to conscious? How many stages has the tool and media explora-
tion undergone? When does the fictional element show up in narration and
narrative structure become complicated? In the meantime of following his-
torical development, the author also pays attention to analyse each narra-
tive morphology bringing to light their effect, contribution and significance
in narrative history .

The book consists of seven chapters. “Postscript” states the academ-
ic intention and emotional tendency of this research project. Chapter One
introduces this project’ s professional background, academic front posi-
tion, methods and significance. Chapter Two to Chapter Six is the princi-
pal part of this book dealing with narrative tools, carriers and patterns as
shown in the followings:

Chapter Two mounts a probe of narrative tools. Tying knots, carving
and writing pictures, the earliest recording methods, have short comings
in narrative information’ s reservation and transmission. Only the written
words corresponding human language is the most efficient narrative symbol
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that could relate things accurately, economically and independently. Lite-
ral narration produces an impression in reader’ s mind about thing’s con-
tinuous change and movement in time and space while ideographic Chi-
nese character has unique advantages in converting narrative information
into picturesque impression. Those advantages are due to the followings:
Chinese character meets the narrative demands harmoniously; the combi-
nation of Chinese character parts could stimulate reader’ s imagination for
fictional motion easily; Chinese character occasionally provides extra in-
formation about the acting subject. When one narrates in Chinese, he is
not merely using the sentences and words, the characters are also joining
in his narration! The marvelous characteristics of Chinese character even
bring inspiration to some foreign artists and help them remould their arts
thoroughly .

Chapter Three discusses material narrative carriers such as inserip-
tion on bones, tortoise shells and bronze wares. The earliest Chinese writ-
ten narrative is inscription on bones and tortoise shells, its narrative sig-
nificance might be put like this: Firstly, as a written communication to
the god, it entrusts narrative the endowment of earnestness and holiness
and set up a basic concept that the narrative writing is linked with upper
gods and inner consciousness. Secondly, it founds a composition pattern
containing all the basic narrative factors that provides a developing foun-
dation for narrative in written forms. Thirdly, it helps to bring up a suc-
cinct narrative style. Fourthly, it initiates a narrative formula beginning
with question and answer. Comparing with bone or tortoise shell inscrip-
tion, bronze ware inscription advances in five fields. A. Westem-Zhou
bronze ware inscription has more narrative components, some inscription
could be taken as formal narrative composition. B. The bronze ware in-
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scription extents narrative range concluding far more historic event mes-
sage than inscription on bones or tortoise. C. The emerging of fictional
elements and rhyming words indicates that literary narrative is on an em-
bryonic stage. D. The narrative factors become more and more clearly:
expression for time and space turn nomnal; action process description is
enlarged and the appearance of characters start to be distinct. D. Speech
recording art develops conspicuously fast, showing that tendency toward
speech narrating gets more prominent. ,
Chapter Four focalizes on verbal narrative relying on the transmission
of sound signal. Verbal narrative is the most important narrative activities
in pre-Qin times and often serves as the original sources and foundation
for other narratives. To avoid message deterioration and deformalization,
it is necessary to use music, thyming and matching words as memory sup-
plement. Section One studies Yi Jing (The Book of Changes). In Yi Jing
there are many initial thyming imaginative verses preserved by the meth-
ods mentioned above. Originally early metaphors and images only serves
divination, but gradually the active application of them creates implicit
meaningful literary effects. Section Two discusses Eastem-Zhou folk bal-
lads at first. Having similarities with initial thymes, Eastem-Zhou folk
ballads displays the following historical progress: the folk traits such as
hinting, mocking and joking get stable; the method that adding a few
words to clinch the point ( concentrating on painting the dragon’s eye) is
used more skillful; and the metaphorical arts, such as “bi” ( comparing)
and “xing” (introducing and comparing) emerge in folk ballads. Section
Two then analyses the common quotation atmosphere in Eastern-Zhou so-
ciety. “Fu Shi Yan Zhi” (quoting popular poems to hint one’s inten-
tion) , the prevalent social fasion and important kind of poetic consump-
9



