
An Introduction to the Chinese Short Story
T I N A L U ,

Y A L E U N I V E R S I T Y



The Chinese Vernacular 
Short Story, aka “huaben”



Huaben flourished from 
1620 to the 1670s. 
They’re a great way to 
think about genre.



They’re written in a 
language that many 
people spoke.



Three Recent Translations by 
Shuhui Yang and Yunqin Yang



Also 
translated 
by Shuhui 
Yang and 
Yunqin Yang



Edited by 
Robert 
Hegel
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What I’m Doing Today

1. Give you a sense of these stories’ content.

2. A quick history of the major collections.

3. A discussion of the first story in the first important collection.

4. How to read and teach other stories.

5. How to read a GENRE.



My goal today
is to give you a
snapshot of the
publishing
world of China
of the 1620s--
but also to give
you a sense of
genre.



The Sanyan (“Three Words”):
Three collections published in the 1620s



These first are extremely heterogeneous.



This one feels more uniform.



Nonetheless, they share a lot.



All three are closely 
associated with Feng 
Menglong (1574-1646)



Feng Menglong 
was primarily an 

editor.



Feng Menglong: A Prolific 
Editor



How to we
understand
pre-modern
China’s
pervasive
silence
around all
commercial
activities?



Publications on urban pleasures



Turning an
500-chapter
book into an
80-chapter
one



Vernacular 
fiction is 
always 
written under 
a pseudonym.



What is a
huaben like?



Karma: the 
idea that 
actions have 
consequences 
and that comes 
to mean 
pervasive 
moral justice.



“Jiang Xingge Reencounters His Pearl Shirt”

Jiang Xingge, a well-to-do traveling merchant with an heirloom pearl shirt.

Wang Sanqiao, his wife.

Granny Xue, a go-between.

Chen Dalang, her lover, also a traveling merchant.

Ms Ping, Chen Dalang’s wife.

Magistrate Wu, a fancy official and Wang Sanqiao’s second husband.



Chen Dalang sees Wang
Sanqiao for the first time.
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How to analyze this story?



One of the Neo-Confucian 
Masters was asked whether 
a woman who had no other 
source of support should 
remarry. 



One of the Neo-
Confucian Masters was 
asked whether a woman 
who had no other source 
of support should 
remarry. 

His answer: To 

starve to death is a 

very small matter. 

To lose one’s 

integrity, however, 

is a very serious 

matter.



In fact, the
state honored
women who
never
remarried.



Chen Dalang sees Wang
Sanqiao for the first time.



How to analyze this story?

1.Karma (a network of compensation);



How to analyze this story?

1.Karma (a network of compensation);

2.What people are thinking.



How to analyze this story?

Closely analyze how the scenes

are composed.



The reunion of Sanqiao and Xingge:



What happens to 
the huaben 
afterwards?



A collection that dates just
a few years later.



In 1644, the Manchus invade, 
and the Ming dynasty falls.





Thank you!
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