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The experienced translator fears witticisms, puns and wordplays, for it is a known fact that 

humour does not travel well in translation. Footnotes are especially dreaded, as they are the 

translator’s white flag of surrender, his/her unequivocal declaration of defeat. The distance that 

translated humour needs to cover is not only spatial, but also temporal, with old jokes becoming 

staler by the second. 

All of this is a necessary, if somewhat obvious, preface for my review of not one, but three 

jestbooks from Imperial China, now available in Elizabeth Smithrosser’s precise and vivid 

translation. With her elegant style, Smithrosser managed to donate coherence and cohesion to 

three different texts written by (at least) three authors in different epochs; here, they are collected 

and translated in the same volume because they share the same titular character. 

The trilogy opens with Aizi Zashuo 艾子雜說 (Miscellaneous Stories of Master Mugwort), 

a jestbook traditionally attributed to Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037-1101), a widely famous and translated 

literatus from the Song 宋 dynasty (960-1279). This text is then followed by two sequels 

compiled during the Ming 明 dynasty (1368-1644): Aizi Houyu 艾子後語 (Further Sayings of 

Master Mugwort), and Aizi Waiyu 艾子外語 (Outer Sayings of Master Mugwort). These two 

texts are signed by two different authors, Further Sayings by Lu Cai 陸采 (previously Lu Zhuo 

陸灼, 1497-1537) and Outer Sayings by Tu Benjun 屠本畯 (1542-1622): both of them are 

somehow minor characters in the history of Chinese literature. 

In the introduction, Smithrosser chooses to introduce both the political context of the Song 

dynasty, and that of the Warring States (zhanguo戰國, 475 BC – 221 BC), which is the epoch 

that serves as a background for all of Master Mugwort’s stories. The title of the three texts is a 

pun on the solemnity of the Master texts (zishu 子書), attributed to thinkers from different 

philosophical schools (mostly Daoism and Confucianism, but also Mohism and Legalism), 

which evolved during the Warring States epoch. From this perspective, one can understand the 

way in which the text incorporates methods of discussion and persuasion from such Master texts, 

with evident mimetic (and parodic) intention. Another visible source of inspiration, Smithrosser 

argues in pages xxvi/xxvii, is the section “Guji Liezhuan 滑稽列傳” (“Biographies of the 

Humourists”) from Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 (145 BC - 86 BC) Shiji 史記 (Records of the Historian), 

which justified the use of humour as an indirect way to reprimand rulers. However, it is also 

evident that the stories from the first collection are not intended to be faithful portrayals of life 

and politics during the Warring States, nor are they to be forcefully interpreted as direct attacks 

on Song Dynasty politics, especially on statesman Wang Anshi 王安石 (1021-1086) and his 
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controversial reforms. Smithrosser herself argues convincingly that doing so would be an 

injustice to the text (p. xxxiii). I agree with her point of view, and would like to add this: reading 

any historically accurate fact into such a text is a practice that can lead to endless speculation 

(since anything can mean anything else) and, in most cases, prove inconclusive. Moreover, this 

relentless practice of “source-finding” takes away from the vividness of the jokes. 

Although the editor touches briefly upon the inexact correspondence between the Chinese 

term xiaohua 笑話 and its English counterpart joke, every precaution is taken to make sure that 

even the general reader understands where humour resides. We can quote an example here, 

where the translation of a humorous anecdote with a punchline is preceded by a necessary 

preface (the one in smaller characters): 
 

Bai Qi was a Qin general with a fearsome reputation The Battle of Changping, for 

example, is infamous for his mass slaughter of captured and surrendered Zhao 

populations. Records of the Historian reports a total of 450.000 deaths, the majority 

systematically buried alive in gigantic pits. 

 

Master Mugwort was magistrate of Ju. One day, word arrived that the State of Qin was going to 

march on Ju, led by none other than Bai Qi. The people of Ju scrambled to flee. Master Mugwort 

shouted to the elderly population to reassure them “You lot won’t be fleeing, but rest assured! Bai 

Qi will be a piece of cake. Plus, I hear he’s a benevolent man! That time when he marched on Zhao, 

his soldiers didn’t spill a single drop of blood!” (p. 15). 

 

This joke is virtually unintelligible without the introductory remark on Bai Qi and his brutal 

treatment of the civilians from Zhao: his soldiers literally did not bloody their blades, because 

all prisoners were buried alive. 

Su Shi’s fame was already consolidated during the Song dynasty, his legendary exchanges 

with the Buddhist clergy became the subject of different writings. His fame did not wane during 

the Ming dynasty, when he became a character in many huaben 話本 (roughly translated as 

novellas) narrations, and as the two Ming sequels show, he was almost undoubtedly recognized 

as the author of the original Master Mugwort collection. The sequels do not hide their nature as 

“spurious” texts (i.e. written by someone else), and in this aspect, they fall into the fang 仿 

(imitation) category highlighted by Xu Zhongchang (Huang, 2004, pp. 1-18). However, their 

existence also implicates a parasitic intent, since minor authors can decide to reuse famous 

characters in their own works, with the purpose of taking advantage of their fame. 

The two Ming-era sequels can both be placed within the jestbook tradition which spanned 

the last two imperial dynasties, Karin Myhre tells us that the Ming and the Qing 清 (1644-1911) 

epochs were periods of “[…]increasing interest in popular and oral literary forms [by the men 

of letters] when more economical printing methods made books available to a wider reading 

audience” (Mair, 2000, p. 135). Moreover, both sequels share with the other jestbooks of the era 

a wider breadth of situations and characters, when compared with the original Master Mugwort: 

they feature quack doctors, alchemists, divinators, sycophants and so on, all stock characters of 

such famous Ming joke collections as Xiaofu 笑府 (The treasury of laughs) or Xiaozan 笑讚 

(Laughter and appraisal). 

Further Sayings has only fifteen stories, characterized by a minor insistence on the 

historical and political context, and therefore a more readily identifiable humour. I have even 

identified two cases of untranslatable jokes: a visual pun in story 4 (where zhen 真, “truth” is 

broken down into zhi 直 “straight” and ba 八 “eight”), and a phonetic one in story 15 (where 

the sequence of characters xinyou wuchen yisi guichou 辛酉戊辰乙巳癸丑 is interpreted as the 
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homophone xinyou wuchen yisi guichou 新有屋陳已似鬼醜 , “that new wife of mine is 

monstrously ugly”). In both cases, Smithrosser makes sure that the reader understands where 

their comical effect lies. 

Outer Sayings presents twenty-two longer and more intricated narratives, which reminded 

me of a late-imperial collection called Xiaolin Guangji 笑林廣記 (Extended records from the 

forest of laughter, 1899), by Cheng Shijue 程世爵 (“Noble heir of the Cheng family”), another 

“parasitic” text, since a more famous Xiaolin Guangji had been published a century earlier. The 

most enjoyable trait of this text, for which I tip my hat to Smithrosser, is the way she translated 

the abundant talking names. Just to name a few, we have “Ol’Pretentious”, “Ol’Wiley”, “Hairy 

Airy”, and in the last story “Fish-from-Before”, “Bitten-Peach” and “Jade-Luster”. 

While it is evident that the editor’s stance is that of a historian more than a translator, I 

would have appreciated a more translation-focused preface (or postface); nonetheless, I would 

recommend this book to fellow humour scholars, as an important contribution (in English, 

finally! And translated by a native speaker!) to the field of late-imperial Chinese jokes. 

 

Antonio Leggieri 

Università di Palermo, Italy 

antonio.leggieri@unipa.it   

References 

Huang, M. W. (Ed.). 2004. Snakes’ legs: Sequels, continuations, rewritings, and Chinese fiction. 

University of Hawai’i Press. 

Mair, V. H. (Ed.). 2001. The Columbia history of Chinese literature. Columbia University Press. 

mailto:antonio.leggieri@unipa.it

