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The non-human characters in Zhiguai tales fall into four broad categories: ghosts,
animals, material objects, and fairies. A large number of the supernatural tales
feature ghost characters. For instance, in “Ji Kang and the headless Ghost,” the
character is a dead man who has been dead for thousands of years. However, as a
ghost, he still loves music as he used to. Once he hears sweet and harmonious
music, he could not help coming out and listening to it. The ghost even teaches Ji
Kang to play Guang Ling San, one of the best musical compositions in ancient
China. In “The man who sold a ghost,” Zong Dingbo meets a ghost when he walks
one night. He plays tricks on the ghost by saying that he is a new ghost. The ghost
carries Zong for some distance and gets very tired. When the ghost changes into a
goat, it 18 spat and sold by Zong in the market. Let us consider “Sister Ding” as
another example. In this story, Ding has been dead for many years. When Ding was
alive, she had been tortured a lot by her mother-in-law. As a ghost, she has a strong
sympathy for young wives and tries to make September 9th a holiday for women, on
which day they will be free from work. One day when she tries to take a ferry across
the river, she is refused and jeered by two young men at first and is kindly ferried by
an old man later. For this reason, she punishes the two young men by drowning
them and rewards the old man by pushing thousands of fish ashore for him. The
romantic part about ghosts is that, very often, in many Zhiguai tales, they marry
human beings. For instance, in “The daughter of a prince of Sui Yang,” a man
named Tan marries a girl of about sixteen, who is actually a deceased daughter of
the prince of Sui Yang. When Tan, out of his curiosity, takes a look at the girl one
night, he is surprised to find that “From the waist up she was flesh like any other
women, but from the waist down she was nothing but dry bones!” Our general
world-knowledge informs us that there are no ghosts in the physical world, not to
mention the possibility of marriage between human being and ghost. Against this
backdrop, the unnaturalness of Zhiguai tales is featured by its non-human characters
such as ghosts, who, for instance, have flesh from the waist up and dry bones from
the waist down, which is physically and humanly impossible.

(Biwu Shang"Unnatural narratology and Zhiguai tales of the six dynasties in China", Neohelicon (2018) 45)

Used with permission of Springer Nature, from Neohelicon,
"Unnatural narratology and Zhiguai tales of the six dynasties in China", by Biwu Shang, 2018;
permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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