
An Introduction to
Vernacular Fiction



Classical Chinese
The language of the Classics and of official

examinations—and of the government.



Classical Chinese was also the langauge of
letters and poetry.



Classical Chinese was also the langauge of
letters and poetry.

Until the 1900s, classical Chinese is the default written
language, not just of China, but of literate East Asia,
including Japan, Korea, and Vietnam.



Here’s a manuscript fragment of
something from the 800s, written
in a kind of spoken Chinese.



But it’s really only in the 
middle of the 1500s 
that vernacular fiction 
began truly to thrive.



Why then?



The rise of 
Jiangnan,
the Yangzi
River Delta



These are the 
cities at the end of 
the Grand Canal 
that delivered 
grain and supplies 
to the capital, 
Beijing.



Suzhou, one of the greatest of early modern cities



Suzhou was important only for
commercial and cultural reasons.



In these cities, consumer culture—and the
performing arts—flourished.





Suzhou’s most lavish consumer
item of all: the private garden.



Printed
books of
many kinds.



Reprinted 
classics, with 
commentaries.



Histories (also 
with new 

commentaries)



And lots of re-
edited older 
compilations.



A Ming 
anthology 
of Tang 
poetry



Here’s a way 
for people to 
keep track of 

good and 
bad deeds. It 
looks like a 

ledger.



And here is a beautiful
edition of a novel.
Check out the quality of
the illustrations. This is
TheWater Margin.



A carver took a plank of wood….



And made a block from which could be printed thousands of copies. 



How to 
understand 
formulaic 
elements like, 
“Dear Audience, 
let me tell the 
story of….”



The relationship 
between ”popular” and 
“elite”
It’s complicated



Wang Shouren
王守仁
(also known as 
Wang Yangming王
陽明)

1472－1529



A version of Confucianism that
emphasizes “personal moral
transformation”



If you learned about filiality but didn’t 
practice it, you didn’t really learn it.  

If this heart-mind is completely free of human desire and is pure Heavenly 
principle, then one has a heart-mind that is sincere in its filial piety toward 
one’s parents.  In winter, it will naturally think about one’s parents being 
cold and explore ways to provide them with warmth; in summer, it will 
naturally think about one’s parents being hot and explore ways to provide 
them with cool comfort.

Record for Practice  



Two consequences of
this kind of thought



The relationship 
between ”popular” and 
“elite”
It’s complicated



Thanks for listening!
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