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Abstract

Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio is a classic work of classical Chinese legendary and supernatural
fiction, and also regarded as a significant text in the history of Chinese gong’an (court-case) novels.
Using a romantic and supernatural writing style, Pu Songling created numerous well-known super-
natural stories such as “The Maid Mei”, “The Death of the King of Hell”, and “Xi Fangping”, constructing
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a dual world where the mortal judicial system and the underworld trial system coexist. By depicting
the corruption of mortal officialdom, the irrationality and oppression of the system, and the illusion
of “upright officials”, the novel profoundly reflects the failure of grassroots justice in the Qing Dyn-
asty. In contrast, the underworld, with its symbolic trial procedures and supernatural mechanism of
karma and retribution, serves as a psychological compensation for the injustice in the mortal world.
Furthermore, the narrative of “transgression” between the two worlds is not only the key driving
force of the plot but also constitutes a helpless response to real-world judicial problems. Through his
comments and inquiries in the style of “The Historian’s Words”, Pu Songling expresses his criticism
of the dark society and judicial injustice in the early Qing Dynasty, his longing for justice, and embod-
ies the idealized desire of ordinary people for upright and incorruptible officials.
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