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On the Weird Narrative Space and Unique Narrative Structure of
The Scholar of Yangxian
Beijing Language and Culture University Ning Yizhong
Abstract “The Scholar of Yangxian”, a story of the Chinese Six Dynasties period, is an exemplary
text that presents weird narrative space and unique narrative structure which are not within the
scope of study in the contemporary narrative theories yet. This paper demonstrates, after
detailed analyses, how the narrative space in this story is different from normal space
presentation in fiction, and how the narrative structure is unique. The paper maintains that the
space building and the structure of the narration are not within the scope of discussion. Being
such, this story contributes to and enriches the narrative explorations in literary studies.
Keywords: narrative space narrative structure mis en abyme

The story of “Yangxian Goose-Cage” (also entitled Yangxian Scholar) written in the Chinese 6
dynasties period, is a most weird and unique one , whose space and structure arerarely seen in
literature. A study of it can certainly enrich the understanding of narrative fiction. This paper
attempts to investigate into the narrative space and structure of the story.

The story goes like this.

There was once a merchant named Xu Yan, who lived in Yangxian, a place in the
now Zhengjiang, China. One day when travelling on his way in Sui An, he met with
a young scholar about the age of 17-18. The scholar complained to him that his
feet hurt very much and he wanted to be carried in the goose—cage. Thinking that
he was kidding, he allowed him to do as he wished. To his surprise, the scholar
went into the cage, sitting together with two geese, who felt quite at ease with
the stranger. In addition, the cage did not change the shape, and the merchant

did not feel any heavier with him inside.

A little later they stopped to a rest under atree. The scholar then came out of the cage. He said

to the Yan the Merchant: “I want to give a dinner in your honour for your kindness”. Yan replied:
“Thank you.” Then the scholar brought out from his mouth cooking utensils, and all the delicate
food. It was an amazing feast indeed, as was not seen in the world. After several drinks, the
Scholar said to Yan: “A lady has been following me all along the way, can | invite her to join us?”
Yan replied: “Sure.” Then the scholar brought out from his mouth a pretty lady of 16 years of age,
beautifully dressed, together with them at table.
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Soon the scholar felt drunk and went to sleep. The lady out of his mouth said the Yan: “Though
he and | are a couple, | am not happy with him. Itoo have a boyfriend following me all the way.
Now that the scholar is asleep, can we invite my boyfriend? Would you please keep it secret?”
Yan replied: “OK.” Then out from her mouth came a young man of around 24 years of age, very
handsome, who chatted casually with Yan. Then the Scholar was about to awake, the lady then
brought out from her mouth an embroidered curtain, which hided the young man from the
scholar’s view, and the scholar and the lady went to rest together.

Then the young man said to Yan, “Itis true that this lady has some affection for me, but we are
not on very good terms. | secretly have a girlfriend with me all the while. | want to date her, and |
hope you’ll keep the secret.” Yan replied: “OK.” So the young man brought out a lady from his
mouth, who was about 20 years old. The three drank together, and they had a good time. At
hearing the Scholar’s getting up, the young man said to Yan: “they two are now awake.” And he
swallowed back the woman he brought out from mouth.

At this time the lady came out of the curtain, and said to Yan :”the scholar is getting up.” At that
she swallowed back the young man she brought out from her mouth. The scholar was now up.
Sorry to have kept you waiting during my sleep. You must have been lonely being alone when |
was snapping. Now that it is late, we have to say good-bye. After that he swallowed back the lady
he brought out of his mouth and the cooking things too, leaving as a gift the bronze plate, saying
“| leave this to you as areminder of our pleasant meeting.”

This is @ most weird story. There are other stories weird as this one. The Monkey in Journey
to the West can go as far as 180,000 li at one summerset. He is able to have numerous
transformations, he can go up to the sky and deep down into the earth, and he can go even
inside the buffalo. Jia Baoyu in Dream of Red Mansions was born out of a huge stone; the 108
heroes in Water Margin were incarnations of Heavenly Spirits and Earthly Fiends. In Gargantua
and Pangtagru, the former could make aterrible flood at one urinating.

All great works demonstrate the author’s extraordinary imagination. But there are some
unigueness in this story. Jia Baoyu, the Monkey, the heroes in water Margin all have their origin.
But where was the Scholar in the story from? We have no answer. We only know that he was
lying on the roadside. He was surely not an ordinary person, for he could sneak into the cage
without disturbing the peace of the geese, and he did not to add weight to the cage when he
was inside. And he could do miracles, bringing out of his mouth utensils and even a lady, who in
her turn could do the same. The identity of such a scholar is an enigma to the readers.

If we take this story as a type, what’s the value of this story? What narratological

contributions does it make to narrative fiction? There are surely many things for us to consider.
But let’s focus on two most important aspects: narrative space and narrative structure.

Kant pointed out that time and space are two indispensable forms for human beings to
understand the universe, and the way for people to construct their life experiences. Narrative is the
discourse for human experience, and can never be without time and space. Space can be divided
into literal space and metaphorical space. The former include the physical space in which fictional
characters have their activities, such as houses, squares, theaters. The latter include ideological
space, social space. (Marie Laure Ryan: “Space” in Handbook of Narratology, Walter de Gruyter,
2009, p.420 ) (Marie Laure Ryan: “Space” in Handbook of Narratology, Walter de Gruyter, 2009,
p.420 ). Narratologists have done a lot about narrative space. Joseph Frank(1954)made a study of
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the constructing of overlapping space in Madame Bovary; Gilles Fauconnier’s mental space
studies the brain operation and language cognition. Susan Stanford Friedman (1993) studies
spatial reading of narrative. Bachelard (1964) studied how space affects and shape human thinking
and cognition. Others like Lakoff, Johnson, Turner, Lotman did profound research on space.
Bahktin thought that space is always mixed time, and it is always to be viewed ideologically.

According to the above summary of the categorization of space, we can roughly categorize
the space of the story under discussion into literal space. But here are some problems to consider.
The first is the representation of literal space. Usually the literal space in fiction is presented as the
space in the real world, which gives a lifelike sense. We can have an example from the description
of a scene in Dream of the Red Mansions. The following is taken from Chapter 5 where the author
describes what Baoyu sees in Qin Keqin’s room.

In the course of this exchange the party had made its way to Qin-shi’s bedroom. As Bao-yu
entered, a subtle whiff of the most delicious perfume assailed his nostrils, making a sweet
stickiness inside his drooping eyelids and causing all the joints in his body to dissolve.

‘What a lovely smell!”

He repeated the words several times over.

Inside the room there was a painting by Tang Yin entitled ‘Spring Slumber’ depicting a
beautiful woman asleep under a crab-apple tree, whose buds had not yet opened. The painting was
flanked on either side by a pair of calligraphic scrolls inscribed with a couplet from the brush of
the Song poet Qin Guan:

(on one side)

The coldness of spring has imprisoned the soft buds in a wintry dream;
(on the other side)
The fragrance of wine has intoxicated the beholder with imagined flower-scents.
On a table stood an antique mirror that had once graced the tiring-room of the lascivious empress
Wu Ze-tian. Beside it stood the golden platter on which Flying Swallow once danced for her
emperor’s delight. And on the platter was that very quince which the villainous An Lu-shan threw
at beauti ful Yang Gui-fei, bruising her plump white breast. At the far end of the room stood the
priceless bed on which Princess Shou-yang was sleeping out of doors under the eaves of the
Han-zhang Palace when the plum-flower lighted on her fore head and set a new fashion for
coloured patches. Over it hung a canopy commissioned by Princess Tong-chang entirely fashioned
out of ropes of pearls.

I like it here,” said Bao-yu happily.

‘My room,” said Qin-shi with a proud smile, ‘is lit for an immortal to sleep in.” And she
unfolded a quilted coverlet, whose silk had been laundered by the fabulous Xi Shi, and arranged
the double head-rest that Hong-niang once carried for her amorous mistress,

The nurses now helped Bao-yu into bed and then tiptoed out, leaving him attended only by
his four young maids: Aroma, Skybright, Musk, and Ripple. Qin-shi told them to go outside and

stop the cats from lighting on the eaves.
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Here what we sense is a lifelike physical space. There is a room, on the wall of which hangs a
picture. On the tea-table, there are things we are familiar with; there is a bed. All the things are
from our daily experience. The Characters’ words and deeds do not bring any sense of
alienation to us. However, such is not the case with Yangxian Scholar. The space is fantastic and
arouses our curiosity: a young man in a cage foe geese, how can he get in? How can he make do
with the narrow space? But the story says he was sitting inside quite comfortably together with the
geese, with the cage not becoming more spacious.

There are descriptions of other weird space. Take for example the space the Monkey
experienced when encaged in the big symbals at Leiyin Temple by the yellow-robed
demon. The space was narrow to the extreme, when the Monkey grow bigger, the
space grow bigger too, just big enough the confine the Monkey. But when the monkey
change into a small shape, the space change it accordingly, just to be small enough to
make the monkey uncomfortable.

There are similarities in the space of the present story and that in the Monkey’s space in
which he was prisoned. But there are also differences. The space can expand or
contracted. One is to make the contained uncomfortable, the other is to just contain
the contained. The second is the contained, once out of the container, will have a
wonderful show of their power. No matter whether it is the Monkey or the scholar. The
third is, the space provider has a double relationship with the contained. Are these true
of other stories? We'll have more examinations to prove it.

Inside the cymbals Monkey found it pitch black and so hot that he was soon pouring with sweat.
Push and shove though he might, there was no way he could get out, and when in desperation he
hit out wildly all around with his iron cudgel he could not move the cymbals by even a fraction of
an inch. Then he made a hand—spell that made him ten thousand feet tall; the cymbals grew with
him. There was not a crack anywhere through which a chink of light could get in. He made
another hand—spell to make himself smaller and shrank till he was as tiny as a mustard—seed. The

cymbals shrank with him, and still there was no hole.

He blew a magic breath on the iron cudgel, said, "Change!" and made it into a flagpole with which
to prop the cymbals up. Then he pulled two of the longer hairs from the back of his head, blew on
them, said, "Change!" and turned them into a five—part drill with a plum—blossom shaped bit
which he turned a thousand times or more. There was a rasping noise but the drill made no

impression.

By now he was feeling desperate, so he made another handspell and recited the words, "Omz ram
peaceful dharma world; eternal keen purity of the heavenly unity."

The space is certainly an interesting aspect to investigate into. The structure is another
interesting thing. Now let’s examine the structure. We know there are different levels of
narrative. The second level is built on the first level, and the third on the second etc. Each level
has its dependence. The combination of all levels seem to be the ripples made by throwing a
stone into the water. Examples can be found in Wuthering Heights where we have Lockwood’s

narrative, the nanny’s narrative and other characters’ narrative. Andre Gide’s </es
EH: FPEPILZLHELFAREZSEL K hrEMAXFHIEEZR



28 FIUm AR bR U S A A S RS EERE R

Faux-Monnayeurs> is another. Such atechnique is called “Chinese Box”by some, but the more
literary termis “mise enabyme” .If we are to draw a diagram of the structure, it might be

something like this:
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Diagram 1
However, considering the complex sharing, overlapping of the information and
the independence of each story itself, the above clear—cut diagram is not

appropriate and must be revised as the follows:
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GRAEHE) AEERE

Diagram 2

In this diagram, we can see the different levels of the stories, and shared
information and the hidden part of the information, the overlapping and the common
ground. This kind of narrative structure is not discussed yet, for most of the
narrative structures, if they are of different levels, would be like the first
one.

Concluding remarks:

The value of the story is that it provides a sample text that shows a kind of
space and structure not discussed yet in narrative studies. The examination of

the present text contributes to a new sub—area of study
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