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Introduction

The 144 stories in this volume are adapted fro - *'-+-- ="~
Thatched Abode of Close Observations by Ji Yun of {he Qing dy-
nasty (1644-1911). Though they appear more or less weird, as most
feature ghosts, fox spiriis, demons or deities, they are not horror
stories. This poini can be settled beyond a doubt if one compares the
gluttonous, wily but still lovable house cal in the seventieth story
“Revenge of a House Cat” with the demonic black cat poryrayed by
Edgar Allen Poe. The author would not even have agreed to call his
work fiction, for his intention was to record experiences and hearsay
rather than making up imaginary tales.

Ji Yun, whose polite hame was Xiaolan, was born into an
official's family in Cui village of Xian County, Hejian Prefecture
(modem Hebei Province) in the second year of the Yongzhcng reign
(1724). Like many famous ﬁgurcs in China, his birth was said to
have been accompanied by astounchng phenomena, which caused him
to be regarded as a fire god incarnate — he himself alleged to have
the ability to see in the dark as a child. If:gends aside, he was a true

child prodigy who learned to read at four, showing an extraordinary
retentive inemory. He perused books of all schools of thought, so
that his father often blamed him for being too wide in his interests,
which was nevertheless beneficial to his writing facility. After pass-
ing the metropolitan examination at the age of thirty-one, he enjoved
a successful official career and was appointed to various high posts
inctuding Minister of Rites, The only setback he suffered was a three-
year exile to Urumgi in Xinjiang due to his leakage of some court
secret to an in-law. However, as a misfortune may turn out to be good
luck in disguise, the exile to the northwest frontier enriched his life



experience and provided him with source materials for his writing.
As a scholar his greatest achievement was acting as chief compiler of
the Complete Collection of the Four Libraries, but ordinary readers
get to know him chiefly through Notes of the Thatched Abode of
Close Observations, composed in his later years “to while away the
time.” Comprising over one thousand notes of what he had seen and
heard in Beijing, Hebei, Fujian and Xinjiang, the book gives a social
panorama covering life in the official circles and folk customs in
addition to tales of the supernatural.

Stories about ghosts and deities originated from myths and leg-
ends in China’s remote past, which were intermingled with ancient
history as our ancestors seemed to lack the ability to tell reality from
imagination. The propagation of Buddhist and Taoist doctrines in
the Six Dynasties (222-589) induced quite a few scholars to write
about marvels and extraordinary phenomena, but they took ghosts
and gods seriously and believed they were making brief notes of ac-
tual occurrences. Chinese fiction, m the true sense of the word,
emerged in the form of prose romances in the Tang dynasty. Apart
from a marked increase in fength, the prose romances were consciously
made up as imaginary tales, but ghosts and spints played only a mi-
nor part in them. The Qing dynasty saw the flourishing of supernatu-
ral tales, the representative works being Pu Songling’s Strange Tales
from the Carefree Studio and )i Yun's Notes of the Thatched Abode
of Close Observations. The former, modeled on Tang-dynasty prose
romances, featured intricate plots and minute description, whereas
the latter favored a pithy style and laconic account in the tradition of
the writings from the Six Dynasties, with the addition of a few com-
ments.

Demons and spirits depicted by the authors of the Six Dynas-
ties, who were contented enough to make brief records of strange
tales and anecdotes, often behaved in inexplicably bizarre manners.
On the other hand, Ji Yun wanted his work to be “conducive to moral
persuasion,” hoping that people would gain some enlightenment from
each story. Thus the apparitions in his work are much mose human-
like. The Qing dynasty was govemned by the Manchus, a minority



people who enlisted the service of Han scholars but regarded them
with deep suspicion; many authors were persecuted when the impe-
rial court found their writings offensive. To speak through the mouths
of gods and ghosts was therefore a self-protection strategy just like
using the past to allude to the present. Social criticism took a promi-
nent position in the many views Ji Yun expressed in his book. The
Cheng-Zhu school of philosophy, the dominant Confucian doctrine
at the time that advocated “annihilating human desires to uphold
heavenly principles,” was an invisible dagger that killed without spill-
ing blood. Many of its theorists, in spite of their solern airs, tumed
out to be hypocrites committing fraud in the name of safeguarding
public morality. Thus the eighty-fourth story intimated that if a man
had books on human nature and moral principles on his desk, he was
very likely to be an insincere man with ill intentions. Lu Xun wrote
that Ji Yun “was, among his conternporaries, a man of great courage
who dared criticize ridiculous conventions and social customs dur-
ing the harsh rule of Emperor Qianlong.”

Ji Xiaolan's tales appeal to modern readers due to their intrigu-
ing story line, plain style, wry sense of humor, and witty comments.
Notes of the Thatched Abode of Close Observations was writien by
a man of great erudition, vast experience, and a large mind, who had
the benefit of narrators from all walks of life: servant women, maids,
tenants, peddlers, as well as nobles and high officials; the result be-
ing this rich and fascinating book. In his opinion, since the world
with its myriads of phenomena abounds in wonders and surprises, it
15 a pleasure to attain a deeper understanding of life while entertain-
ing oneself by listening to strange tales — whether one believes them
or not. The huge success of the book since its publication attracted
quite a few imitators, who mistook its stories of ghosts and foxes for
parables created for the sole purpose of preaching retributive justice.

It comes as no surprise that their works, which were mostly drab
sermons, have now sunk into oblivion,
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