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The Inheritance and Innovation of Classical

Narrative Conventions in the Shishuo xinyu:

A Comparative Study with the Zuozhuan and
Shuoyuan

Cheng-Hui Liu*

Abstract

The Shishuo xinyu, which was written in the Medieval era, inherited
classical narrative conventions from the Zuozhuan, the Shuoyuan and other
philosophical and historical narrative texts. It moreover set the precedent
for a unique genre called the “Shishuo style.” The present article reveals
the narrative characteristics of this genre by comparing it with the
Zuozhuan and Shuoyuan. Although their genres differ, evidence shows that
the Shishuo xinyu possessed a multi-channeled narrative device similar to
that used in the Zuozhuan. On the other hand, this style follows, and
transcends, the Shuoyuan because of its multiple points of view. In
addition, the topics of historical writing in the Medieval era shifted from
national events to social and cultural activities, which gave the Shishuo a
distinct humanistic flavor that is lacking in the Zuozhuan. On top of its use
of multiple points of view, the Shishuo xinyu describes the clothing and
appearance of its characters, and reveals their mentality by way of the
narrator’s comments inserted into the story line, resulting in the creation of
a narrative masterpiece with interlaced dynamic and static pictures of

Medieval life.

Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Tsing Hua University
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