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A Return to the chuangi Question

Glen Dudbridge

For some years now, in various papers on Tang literature, I have been
saying farewell to the term‘chuangi’ fH45." And why? In brief, there are two
basic reasons. One: this generic term lacks any historical status or authority
from the time when the literature was composed. And two: the term brings
with it no real analytical value. It is time for us to reconsider the way we
think about the rich and varied narrative literature bequeathed by Tang
writers and their successors.

To reject like this a term which has been established in literary
historical discourse for nearly a hundred years is certainly provocative,
if only because it has become so central in the perception of Chinese
narrative tradition. It is taught in the schools and familiar to every educated
Chinese. I had not expected a quick and positive response to this new
suggestion. Indeed for a while there was no response. But I was saved from
disappointment by a scholar in China, Yin Dexiang FEFH, who two years
ago published a spirited defence of the modern usage of chuangi, in reply
to one of my own papers.” The opportunity for dialogue on a fundamental
question in Chinese literary experience is always valuable and welcome, and
I raise the question again here because it might stimulate a more extensive
and thorough rethinking of how, in the twenty-first century, we should read
the narratives of a thousand and more years ago.

This exchange of views on Tang stories started with a focus on a
particular item, ‘Ding Yue achieves sword release’ %3 fi, appearing in
the ninth-century collection Que shi [# 5, but also in the Song collections
Taiping guang ji KV and San dong qun xian lu = BEAL BR. Te

used a historical setting in the late Tang as background for a story of

1 Two of the papers are reprinted in Glen Dudbridge, Books, tales and vernacular
culture: selected papers on China, Leiden: Brill, 2005: ‘A question of classification in
Tang narrative: the story of Ding Yue' (pp. 192-213); ‘A thousand years of printed
narrative in China’ (pp. 2—14). A third appears in Glen Dudbridge, Lost books of
medieval China: the Panizzi Lectures 1999, London: The British Library, 2000, as
Lecture I1I: ‘Classification: the case of The Four Gentlemen of Liang.

2 Yin Dexiang,‘ “Ding Yue jian jie” yu chuangi wenti wenti’ ¢ | #J#&lf% ) Bl {4 7y
SO RY RE, Qiu shi xuekan SREELTI) 32,5, 2005, 92—-97. This was a response to'’A
question of classification in Tang narrative: the case of Ding Yue'



4 ERES — FEMANRHERE NS EFR

Daoist transcendence and immortality. I argued that, while showing some
interesting narrative features, this story resisted simple classification: it
had not been included in any recognized canon of chuangi, and to me this
seemed in any case beside the point, since chuangi itself lacked any precise
definition. With this view Yin Dexiang firmly disagreed: he found the story
of Ding Yue stylistically too weak to qualify as a chuangi, and maintained
that chuangi had indeed been decisively characterized by Lu Xun in his
writings of the 1920s.

The strange thing about our debate is this: although strong differences
of opinion are expressed, I find that the argument in Dr Yin's paper
confirms virtually all the perceptions I have myself expressed on the use
of this term in modern times. And that is what I hope we can examine
together here.

We can begin with the historical status of the term chuangi. It has
often been noted that it was not in use as a generic term in Tang times,
and Li Jianguo has added that it also failed to appear during the Northern
Song.’ Starting from the Southern Song period a small group of references
have been gathered and debated over the years, but their generic value and
relevance to the modern use of this term have not been clearly established.*
The first real point of recognition comes up much later, in the sixteenth
century, with Hu Yinglin’s B ME S much quoted analysis of xiaoshuo N
it in his Shaoshi shan fang bi cong D@ 4w, This is familiar to us
all: he develops a six-fold classification, citing named stories to illustrate
each category, and among them chuangi and zhiguai AP form only two of
the categories. We recognize his chosen examples, which are echoed in our
modern categories, and accept his attempt at a comprehensive system as a
strong and intelligent contribution.” He also sensitively acknowledges the
weak definition of his categories, their tendency to blur into one another,
and particularly the lack of clear separation between chuangi and zhiguai.®
The impact of all this classification on the catalogues and collections that
followed in later centuries receives less attention from modern scholarship.

3 Li JianguoZ &, Tang Wudai chuanqi zhiguai xulu f5 T A A7 L R Bk,
Tianjin: Nankai Daxue chubanshe, 1993/1998, pp. 6-7.

4 Li Jianguo, for instance, finds the earliest reference to hold a generic value in the
thirteenth century: pp. 7-9. See also the references listed by Cheng Yizhong £ %%
1 in Song Yuan xiaoshuo yanjiu A JG/INitF 7%, [Nanjing], 1998, pp. 7-8.

5  This is well covered in the article by Laura Hua Wu, ‘From xiaoshuo to fiction:
Hu Yinglin's genre study of xiaoshuo’, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 55, 1995,
339-371.

6 On this see Laura Hua Wu, pp. 353-355; Dudbridge, A thousand years of printed
fiction in China;, pp. 13-14.
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Yet it creates certain ironies: the seventeenth-century Wu chao xiaoshuo 1.
g7\t for instance accepted ‘chuangi’ as a category, but applied it freely to
items within the Wei/Jin as well as Tang and Song sections.” That scarcely
fits well with twentieth-century perceptions, which bring the category into
play only with the Tang and later.

All this was the background to my own considered view that the
twentieth century embraced the chuangi into its vision of Tang literature
only at the initiative of Lu Xun. It was his discussions in Zhongguo xiaoshuo
shi liie P EY /)N 52 B and elsewhere that laid the foundations for modern
views, and his anthology Tang Song chuangi ji JE AR AT 4E that created a
canon for modern readers. A conscious agenda was at work: Lu Xun and
the like-minded intellectuals of his period were modernizers and reformers:

They had embraced fiction (a term which in Chinese now matched
itself with the ancient bibliographical term xiaoshuo), as the chief
medium of their new culture. It came now with resonances from
the progressive Western world whose achievements they hoped to
emulate ... There was now a sense of onward progress: these men
were interested in the future, they saw fiction as an agent in social and
cultural change, and they needed a scale of values by which fiction
itself could be seen as an evolving, progressive medium.”

These views seem to be fully shared by Yin Dexiang. He draws a close
parallel between Lu Xun's characterization of chuangi and the Western ‘short
story’ tradition which the same author had laboured to introduce to China
in his early years. Yin also quotes from the younger contemporary Zheng
Zhenduo ¥ Y5 E%, who acknowledged the guidance and support of Lu Xun
in compiling his own anthology of Chinese short stories. This included
some of the famous Tang pieces, which represented for him the first stage in
the conscious use of the form by Chinese writers.’

So both Yin Dexiang and I share in common the view that the chuangi
concept was a tool of modernizing, Western-influenced writers and critics
of the early twentieth century. But is that really how Chinese readers and
critics of today want to shape their understanding of Tang literature? Some
forty years ago C. T. Hsia S35 wrote these words in a well-known book,

7 See Li Ruiqing ZF#iif, Wu chao xiao shuo kanben wenti chu tan’ 1.8/ & H)
A W, Guoli zhongyang tushuguan guankan [ 37+ 9 ] 35 fiff fii 1] 28.2,
1992, 115-131, esp. 115.

8 Dudbridge, A question of classification in Tang narrative, p. 196; and compare ‘A
thousand years of printed narrative in China, p. 11.

9 Yin Dexiang, p. 93.
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The classic Chinese novel: a critical introduction:

It seems to me self-evident that we cannot accord the Chinese
novel full critical justice unless, with all our due awareness of
its special characteristics that can only be fully understood
in historical terms, we are prepared to examine it against the
Western novel."

Is that view still held now? Here at this conference I shall be interested
to learn whether the present generation of scholars in today’s China still
regards Western fiction as the yardstick by which not just their vernacular
classics, but even their ancient narratives in the literary language are to be
judged. Later in this paper I shall offer my own view that we need to move
on from the May Fourth period and its values, and respond more sensitively
to medieval narrative literature as a whole. We do not need to look for
Western-style short stories in the pages of Taiping guang ji.

Yin Dexiang responds at some length to my question, “What
indeed is a chuanqi?”'' And from his response it is clear that there are
two different aspects to this problem, both of which emerge from Lu
Xun's pronouncements on the subject. It is one thing to point out the
characteristics of this literature, to state the formal criteria which have
now become familiar in so much later writing about the subject. (Lu Xun's
phrases still echo today: i > B2 o GoR B o SCEE
HeWi > i 2 BEAT - A S4/NEE o) Tt is another to create a canon of
acknowledged works in the genre, into which certain items are admitted,
and from which others are excluded. Do those formal criteria actually
establish a standard by which such inclusion and exclusion can be achieved?
For Yin Dexiang the answer is actually both ‘yes” and 'no. And the solution
to this paradox lies again in the May Fourth terminology. It all depends
whether we are talking about chuangi wen {H 27 3C - the classic, stand-
alone pieces which display those well-known stylistic charms and which Lu
Xun enshrined in his anthology, or about chuangi ji 275 — a looser, less
rigorous body of story collections which he systematically excluded from his
anthology but still dignified with the name chuangi. This distinction enables
Yin Dexiang both to exclude ‘Ding Yue' from the chuangi category (for not
achieving the May Fourth stylistic standards), and to acknowledge that Lu
Xun accepted the Que shi (in which ‘Ding Yue' is the first, longest and most

10 C.'T. Hsia, The classic Chinese novel: a critical introduction, New York and London:
Columbia University Press, 1968, p. 6.

11 It was posed in ‘A question of classification in Tang narrative, p. 207.
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elaborate story) as a chuangi collection.'” So ‘Ding Yue' is not a chuangi if
we judge it as a self-standing piece; but it is a chuangi if we see it as part of
a collection. You will judge for yourselves whether you find that distinction
clear or confusing, useful or irrelevant. My own feeling is that Yin Dexiang
has done well to draw attention to this ambivalence in Lu Xun’s writings on
the subject.

We can test the coherence of Lu Xun's double-standard chuangi
system by studying the editorial policy he used in Tang Song chuangi ji. He
introduces it in these terms:

AEFR > HEBR - F—FFX—R > WHEEBREH > X
AFLT > FTABRR R HEEI MR FREHXE
BRZHTEHE RABTIRARNERRER4 -

What does this policy say about the canon? Some of the most famous
and well-loved stories in Tang literature are excluded from this anthology
because they form, or once formed, part of a Tang collection. A multitude of
questions now arises. Does it mean that these named stories are degraded
to the second rank? If so, why bother to name them? Or if not, does it mean
that the remains of those ancient collections still offer numbers of fine
stories of full chuangi status? How many more such stories might there be,
deserving a place on the high altar but left in the shadows because of their
bibliographical context? Would it not have been better to include the finest
of them in the new anthology?

The notion of a stand-alone or self-contained (¥.4#) story is actually
difficult and confusing. Lu Xun himself gives this example:

EHMRMREMN > LR AKPHAEX > RRAFERLI AL
HAME > MY BAT > RN -

The mere absence of a source reference in Taiping guang ji 491 has
enabled this story to transcend the ‘chuangi collection’ category and enter
Lu Xun's anthology, because of the implication that the story might have
circulated independently. That contrasts with ‘Li Wa zhuan' %% {4 and ‘Liu
Yi' Ml %, both actually transmitted as items in the ninth-century collection

12 Yin Dexiang, pp. 95 and 96.



