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Beast Epics with Chinese Characteristics
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Translator: Jie Guo™

Abstract

Whereas China, like many other cultures, has a rich heritage of animal tales in oral
literature, the written tradition knows only a few developed tales of animals interacting with,
and talking to, other animals as animals. In the written tradition animals often are given a
human shape before they are given the power of speech. The reason for the absence of
talking animals in the written tradition of Chinese literature is most likely due to the
obviously fictional character of such stories. In this paper | will briefly discuss three small
animal epics from China that each exist in more than one version: The Yanzi fu (Rhapsody
on the sparrow), which is known in two versions from Dunhuang; the Yingge xing xiaoyi
zhuan (Tale of the filial piety of the Parrot), which is included among the ballad-stories of
the Chenghua period (Chenghua shuochang cihua) and survives in various regional
versions till today; and the numerous adaptations of the court case of the Mouse against the
Cat, which is known from nineteenth- and twentieth-century versions.

Keywords: beast epic, fictionality, the swallow and the sparrow, the filial parrot, the
courtcase of the mice against the cat.

* Professor of Chinese Literature, Emeritus, Department of East Asian Languages and Civilizations, Harvard
University, USA.

™ Associate Professor of Comparative Literature, Department of Languages, Literatures, and Cultures,
University of South Carolina, USA.



