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Rediscovering Vernacular Literature: History and
New Perspectives

Robert E. Hegel ’

The systematic academic study of premodern Chinese fiction began only slightly
more than a century ago. Beginning with the last years of the Qing Empire, the random
observations of traditional literati were replaced by the historical surveys and focused
studies of Lu Xun and Hu Shi. Their work was made possible in part by pioneering
research on rare editions by Japanese scholars. Zheng Zhenduo, Sun Kaidi, and others of
a second generation opened the field by producing basic bibliographies of extant works.
By the 1950s, European scholars began to make significant contributions to both studies
of individual texts and of broader historical developments in this field. The turn of the
twenty-first century witnessed the emergence of Chinese fiction studies as an international
academic field, involving scholars writing in European and Asian languages in addition to
those writing in Chinese. In recent decades some have made Ming-Qing fiction the centre
of multidisciplinary research, which reveals ever more clearly the true significance of the
fiction tradition in premodern China. This essay surveys major scholarly achievements in
this field and concludes with comments on the novel Xiyou bu from the perspectives of
several disciplinary vantage points.
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