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PREFACE

The one hundred humorous stories collected in this
volume have been selected from ANTHOLOGY OF
CHINESE HUMOROUS STORIES THROUGH THE
AGES compiled by Wang Liqi and published by the
Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House in 1981,
Humorous stories written by Chinese writers through
the ages are legion and the earliest dates back to the
Kingdom of Wei (220 — 265) when Handan Chun wrote
his JEST BOOKS. The anthologist chose his pieces
from more than 70 books of all kinds, covering a period
from the Three Kingdoms up to the latter part of the
Qing Dynasty. The pieces chosen generally embodied
the characteristic features of the humorous stories
written by prominent writers at different epochs. Short
and pithy, they dramatized the farcical episodes of the
common people’s life under the prevailing social condi-
tions. The real life of the common people was the
fountainhead of source material for creative writing.
On the basis of the superficial phenomena of all affairs
of life, writers of humorous stories were able to draw
the most sweeping generalizations. They probed into
the essence of things and by highlighting the salient
features of universal significance uglified the villains
in their stories, thus reproducing characters remarkably
true to life. And by artistic exaggeration they brought
out with their trenchant pen the wickedness of the
feudal society and the evils of bureaucracy and cor-
rupted morals.

Generally speaking, humorous stories in ancient
China were originally and for many years circulated
orally among the people. Later, it was through the
re-creative efforts of the literati in feudal China that
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many of them appeared in manuscript.

Naturally enough, the appeal of the humorous
stories lies mainly in their humour — pure, spontaneous
and irresistible. This notwithstanding, humorous stories
are at bottom an unrelenting indictment of injustice
and of humanity in general at any time. Permeated with
the rich flavour of life and characterized by simplicity,
freshness and creditability — often accompanied with
a moralizing message — they offered comic glimpses
of the Chinese people of all walks of life. Enormously
interested in people, these writers were capable of
swift and compassionate insights into the average person
and their sympathy invariably went to the underdog,
the little man or woman struggling on in the maze of
contemporary life.

Writers of humorous stories in ancient China were
noted for the sharpness of their observation, the
trenchancy of their social criticism and the depth of
their concern for human suffering. As to artistic form
and technique of expression, they were adept at grasp-
ing typical cases and refining the literary raw material
gathered from life. In the process of creative writing,
they gave full play to their imagination; yet their
negative characters, though usually made to look
exceptionally stupid and clumsy, were nevertheless
true to type. These characters, moreover, were so
shown and so brought into action that as little as
possible of them had gone to waste. With simple, light
touches and in a succinct style, the writers of humorous
stories laid bare the true features of certain great per-
sonages — hypocrisy, pedantry, avarice, ignorance,
incompetence, deceit, indolence, etc. and past person-
ages were often used to disparage their present-day
counterparts. Therefore, as the writers jibed at the
“heartless rich and the venal officials, some of us, per-
haps, may have the feelings that their thrusts have been

6



directed at them.

Not all humorous stories are based on actual persons
and events. One of the time-honoured techniques of
writers of this genre of folk literature is to invent plots
for their stories. Fantastic as they are, the plots usually
reflect reality. By drawing on their life experience, the
writers epitomize life, create images of their heroes
and give prominence to the theme. As a matter of fact,
the reader does not ask for truth of phenomenon but
truth of essence. An invented artistic image, if portrayed
true to life, possesses an indisputable artistic value and
affords important materials for historical research.

Of course, like other genres of folk literature, there
are good humorous stories and bad ones. Some of
them enjoy great popularity because their authors
have been able to exploit the given relationships and
inherent contradictions between the characters and
clothe their thoughts with languages peculiar to each.

The stories collected in this volume have been
arranged in chronological order. In rendering them
into English, I have made every endeavour to be faithful
to the original and capture the spirit of this genre of
folk literature in ancient China. I hope lovers of classical
Chinese literature and those interested in Chinese —
English translation may find this collection worthy of
their attention.

Lu Yunzhong
February 1985
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