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From Yang Lin in You Ming Lu to Zhen Zhong Ji: The Inheritance of Six Dynasties Zhigai and
Tang Chuangi and Their Social Implications

Jin Chen *

Abstract

The evolution of literary genres is perpetually intertwined with socio-historical contexts,
shaped by prevailing social mores, intellectual values, and religious beliefs. From the perspective
of traditional Chinese fiction historiography, a clear lineage of transmission and innovation exists
between the Six Dynasties *Zhiguai (records of anomalies) and the Tang dynasty’s Chuangi
(tales of the marvelous). While Six Dynasties Zhiguai was characterized by the factual recording
of anomalies aimed at preserving supernatural occurrences, Tang Chuangi marked a transition
toward conscious artistic creation, employing fictional plots to convey intellectual insights,
mirror social realities, and reflect literati psychology. Prior scholarship has either emphasized the
generic conventions of Tang Chuangi or traced the intertextual lineage between Zhiguai and
Chuangi. Building upon these foundations, this study further investigates the broader socio-
cultural significance underlying the textual adaptation, examining Shen Jiji’s Zhenzhong ji (The
Story within the Pillow) and its structural prototype, “Yang Lin” in Youming lu, to explore their
narrative inheritance and the socio-cultural connotations of the Tang era reflected therein.

Employing literature analysis, close reading, and comparative methodologies, this study
utilizes “narrative elements” as an analytical framework to delineate the developmental trajectory
from Zhiguai to Tang Chuangi. It investigates the disparities between “Yang Lin” and Zhenzhong
Jji across five narrative elements: theme, plot structure, characterization, narrative point of view,
and setting/world-building. Furthermore, by situating the texts within the historical contexts of
Tang political institutions, the imperial examination culture, lineage consciousness, regional
military commissioner (fanzhen) dynamics, and Buddhist-Daoist thought, this paper elucidates
the authorial motivations and ideological implications behind the adaptation, adopting the
methodological lens of “corroborating history through fiction” to scrutinize the dialectical
interaction between literary texts and contemporary society.

The findings demonstrate that Zhenzhong ji is far from a mere repetition of the narrative
frame of “Yang Lin.” Instead, through the expansion of plot, the psychological deepening of
characters, and the elevation of narrative techniques, it transforms an account of the supernatural
into an allegorical Chuangi that conveys philosophical wisdom and satirizes social realities. This
adaptation reflects the spiritual anxieties and existential postures of mid-Tang literati caught
amidst intense examination competition, political volatility, and bureaucratic frustration.
Ultimately, the textual transformation from “Yang Lin” to Zhenzhong ji not only encapsulates
the literary transition from Six Dynasties Zhiguai to Tang Chuangi, but also highlights the
hallmark of Tang literati fiction: the conscious projection of sociopolitical concerns through
imaginative storytelling.

Keywords: The Story within the Pillow; Youming Lu; Tang Chuanqi; Zhiguai Fiction; Fiction
as Historical Evidence
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