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ang Shao-yu had many official duties in court, but that still 

left him with an abundance of free time and many days of 

leisure, which he spent visiting friends or enjoying the flowers and 

foliage of the countryside in spring. 

 One day, his friend Shih-san2 said to him, “There is a quiet and 

beautiful place south of the city. Let us go there together sometime 

soon for an outing.”    

                                                
1九雲夢/구운몽; James Scarth Gale’s 1922 translation, The Cloud Dream of the 

Nine, uses the Korean readings of names while Richard Rutt’s 1974 translation, A 
Nine Cloud Dream, uses the Chinese readings.  The current scholarly consensus 
(controversy notwithstanding) is that the novel was originally composed in hanja  in 
imitation of Tang literature. Since it is populated by Chinese dramatis personae and 
is set near what is now Shanghai, I find Rutt’s approach most appropriate. My 
translation keeps with Rutt’s Wade-Giles romanizations of the Chinese in order to 
add an additional anachronistic touch to the English (to parallel the original).        
2十三; Gale simply renders his name as “Thirteen.” It is a lucky number in Chinese 
for its homophonic value (similar to “definitely alive”), but given the pervasive 
Taoist and Buddhist symbology in Kuunmong, this name is most likely an ironic 
reference to the 13 dhutangas, or acetic practices. The Buddha himself prescribed 
only 10 dhutangas for his monks, but his rival cousin, Devadatta, proposed a stricter 
set of 13 to show he was even holier. Here, Shih-san’s behavior is hardly acetic. (The 
13 dhutangas are still practiced by some monks of the Thai Forest tradition.) To 
avoid confusion between Shih-san and Shao-yu, I am using the name Yang 
throughout this excerpt for Yang Shao-yu.   
 

Y 
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 “That is just what I wanted,” Yang replied.  

 They had food and wine prepared for them, and leaving the 

servants they rode their donkeys several miles to a place where the 

mountains were high and the streams were clear. They were alone, far 

from the world of dust, and the fragrance of myriad flowers and grassy 

meadows cleared their thoughts. They dismounted on the bank of a 

stream, countless flowers and trees blooming around them, and sat to 

compose some verses together to celebrate the onset of summer.  

 Suddenly, Yang noticed some fallen petals drifting toward them 

on the water. “Spring, fully come, peach petals floating,” he said, 

reciting the lines from Wang Wei.3 “There must be a place like the 

Peach Blossom Paradise4 of Wu Ling5 upstream.”  

 “This stream flows down from Tzŭ-ko Peak,”6 said Shih-san. 

“They say, ‘When the flowers bloom and the moon is full, one hears 

the music of the immortals among the clouds.’ I myself have no 

affinity for the world of fairies, and I have never been among them. 

But today, with you, I have entered that world and I would like just 

once to drink their wine and taste their enchanted food.”  

 Yang was delighted. “If there are such things as fairies in this 

world,” he said, “then surely they must be here on this mountain.” 

 Just then one of Shih-san’s servants came running, sweat 

streaming from him, and panting for breath, he said, “I’ve come to tell 

you that the lady has suddenly taken sick.” 

                                                
3王維 (699-759); one of the most celebrated Tang Dynasty poets. He was a Buddhist 
in his later years and also known for his fabulous landscape paintings. 
4 Peach Blossom Spring Story (桃花源記) or The Peach Blossom Land was 
a fable by Tao Yuanming, written in 421, about a Shangri-La-esque land where 
people lived oblivious of the outside world (see also footnote 9). 
5 Wulingyuan (武陵源) is a scenic area in Hunan, China, famous for its surreal 
sandstone formations often depicted in classical Chinese art and the setting of myths 
and supernatural romances. The Wulingyuan Scenic Area is a World Natural 
Heritage site.   
6 紫閣峰; probably a reference to Tu Fu’s famous poem, “Reflections in Autumn.” 
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 Shih-san quickly stood up. “Hearing now that my wife is ill is 

just another reminder that I have no affinity for the world of fairies,” 

he said. He mounted his donkey and rode away. 

 
 

 Yang grew bored after Shih-san’s departure. He followed the 

stream up the valley, looking for something more to see. The waters 

were crystal clear over the rocks, with no speck of dust, and his mind 

was tranquil as he continued slowly on.  

 Soon he noticed a cinnamon leaf floating on the water, and when 

he had the servant boy pick it up for him, he saw that two lines of 

verse had been written on it.    

 

 The fairy’s watch dog barks among the clouds, 

 Knowing that Master Yang is on the way. 

 

 Yang was amazed. “How could anyone possibly be living in these 

mountains?” he said. “And who could possibly have written this 

verse?”  

 As he walked on, the servant boy said, “Sir, it will soon be dark 

and it will be too late to get back into the city before they shut the 

gates.”  

 Yang paid no attention and continued for another seven or eight 

li up the steep mountain path, where he could see the moon rising in 

the east. By its light, he passed through the shadow of the pine woods 

and crossed the stream. He heard the cries of startled birds and the 

forlorn howl of monkeys. Stars sparkled beyond the mountain peaks 

and dewdrops hung from the pine needles. He realized that night had 

fallen, and he grew uneasy.   

 At that moment he saw a young girl dressed in green, like a 

fairy, washing clothes in the stream. “My lady!” she called out, rising 

up in alarm. “The Master is coming!” 
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 Yang was puzzled by what he heard. He continued another 

dozen steps until the mountain path ended and he saw the small 

pavilion rising up by the side of the stream. It seemed to be floating 

above the water.  

     In the moonlight there appeared a woman dressed in red 

standing alone under a peach tree. She bowed, saying, “Why are you 

so late in coming, Master?” 

 Yang was stunned. He observed her carefully and saw that she 

was dressed in a light rose-colored silk and wore a long pin of green 

jade through her hair.  Her waist was girdled in white jade, and in her 

hand she held a fan of phoenix feathers. Hers was not the beauty of a 

mere human, and Yang was enchanted.  “I am of the world of dust,” 

he said, “and have made no promise to meet you under the moon. 

How could I possibly be late?”  

 The woman walked up toward the pavilion and invited him to 

talk inside.  He followed her, and when they had taken their seats as 

hostess and guest, she called to her maidservant, “The Master has 

come a long way and he is sure to be hungry. Bring some tea and 

cakes.” 

 The servant quickly brought him a jeweled table set with 

delicacies. Into a cup of white jade she poured him the bright twilight 

wine of the faeries.  Its taste was sweet and refreshing, and its bouquet 

filled the room. A single glass, and Yang was intoxicated. “Though this 

mountain is high, it is still beneath Heaven. Why is it that you have 

left the Celestial Palace and all your companions to come down and 

dwell in a place like this?” 

 The fairy sighed. “If I tell you of my past, it will only bring back 

my sorrow. I was one of the ladies-in-waiting for the Queen Mother of 

the Western Paradise and you, Master, were an officer of the Cinnabar 

Court of the August Jade Emperor. Once, when the Jade Emperor gave 

a banquet in honor of the Queen Mother, and there were many 

officials and fairies present, you teased me by throwing a Heavenly 
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Peach7 at me. Your punishment was to be reincarnated as a human 

being. My punishment was less severe, and I was simply exiled to this 

place. You have already been blinded by the dust of the mortal world, 

and you have forgotten everything about your former life. My exile is 

nearly over, and soon I must return to the Lake of Jewels. But before 

leaving, I wanted to see you just once to renew our love. I asked for an 

extension of my time here, knowing that you would come. I have 

waited for so long, but now, at last, you are here and we can be 

together once again.” 

 The shadow of the cinnamon tree in the moon8 was beginning to 

show and the Milky Way was fading when Yang embraced the 

beautiful fairy. Their love-making was like that of Liu Ch’en and Yuan 

Chao9 and the two fairies on T’ien-t’ai-shan10—a dream, and yet not a 

                                                
7 Every 6,000 years, the Jade Emperor and his wife Xi Wangmu held a fabulous 
banquet called the “Feast of Peaches,” in which they served the Heavenly Peaches to 
the deities to keep them immortal. The trees in the peach orchard only bloomed 
once every millennium, and it took another 3,000 years for the peaches of 
immortality to ripen. In Wu Cheng-en’s 16th-century novel Journey to the West 

(西遊記)—a story which would have been familiar to Kim Man-jung and which 
shares motifs in common with Kuunmong—one of the Monkey King’s great crimes 
is to gluttonously eat up all of the peaches reserved for the banquet.  
8 This is an allusion to the Chinese legend of Wu Kang, a lazy and impatient young 
man who wanted to be immortal. First he studies herbal medicine with a Taoist 
master, but gives up after only three days. Then he fails at learning the Way of 
strategy. He is too impatient to study books. Wu Kang finally angers his master and 
is banished to the Moon Palace. He is told that the only way to come back to Earth is 
to chop down the Cassia tree that grows there. Wu Kang tries to chop it down, but 
the tree is magical—it heals itself after each blow of the ax, and so Wu Kang is still 
on the moon, chopping away. It is said that when the moon is full, one can see the 
shadows of Wu Kang and the magical Cassia tree, and when the moon is big in the 
fall, Cassia buds will fall from it and perfume the clouds. 
9 Liu Chen and Yuan Zhao were cousins whose story, with several variants, is similar 
to that of Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle.” In some variants they are out to 
fetch water or find medicine when they happen upon two faeries playing chess. In 
others, they happen on a whole banquet of immortals. Relevant to this section of 
Kuunmong is the central theme of the legend: the two men, upon their return after 
what they think is only 15 days (during which they had taken faeries as wives), 
discover that seven generations have passed and no one recognizes them. In despair, 
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dream; real, and yet not reality. When their mutual passions peaked, 

the mountain birds were already twittering in the trees and the east 

was red with dawn. 

 The fairy rose first. “I must return to the Heavenly Kingdom 

today,” she said. “When the Jade Emperor’s officers come with their 

flags and their orders to fetch me, we shall both be punished again if 

you are discovered. Please leave now and quickly make your way down 

the mountain. If you remember our love, we will surely have the 

chance to meet again.” 

 Then, on a silk handkerchief, she wrote him this farewell poem:  

 

When we met, the flowers bloomed to Heaven, 

  Now, as we part, each petal falls into water. 

                                                                                                                                                       
they attempt to return to the fairies in the Wu Ling Peach Paradise (see footnote 3), 
but they can no longer find the entrance. In some variants of the story, they kill 
themselves in their despair and the Jade Emperor takes pity on them, appointing Liu 
Chen the diety of good fortune and Yuan Zhao the diety of  ill fortune. “Liu Chen 
and Yuan Zhao Entering the Tiantai Mountains” is a famous series of ink drawings 
with accompanying text done by Zhao Cangyun during the Yuan Dynasty (1271-
1368).  
10 Mt. Tiantai (天台山); a mountain (“Heavenly Terrace”) as well as a mountain 
range in eastern China considered sacred by both Taoists and Buddhists. Buddhism 
began to flourish there in the late 6th century. The mountains became a major center 
for international pilgrims, and there were as many as 72 major temples there at one 
time, some of which are still standing even after the destruction of temples during 
the Cultural Revolution. In the 17th and 18th centuries, the temples in the region were 
a center for Buddhist scholars. The Korean Ch’ŏnt’ae and Japanese Tendai sects are 
named for the Buddhism (the syncretic “Lotus School”) that originated in the 
Tiantai Mountains. Most relevant to Kuunmong is the fact that the great monk 
Zhiyi, who played a major part in the religious validation of the Sui Dynasty (581-
618), settled in the Tiantai Mountains in 576. This parallels the opening of the novel, 
which describes how the great monk Liu-kuan established his temple Lotus Peak in 
the Heng-shan range. Most relevant to this chapter (and thematically resonant with 
the novel as a whole) is the Tiantai doctrine, which follows the logic of Nagarjuna, 
and asserts: 1) all phenomena are empty and without essential reality; 2) all 
phenomena have a provisional reality; and 3) all phenomena are without essential 
reality and are provisionally real at the same time.     

 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/110944/Zhiyi
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  Love in spring is just a passing dream— 

 The wide water a thousand li between us.  

 

 When Yang read the verses he was overcome with regret at the 

thought of their parting. He tore off a piece of his silk sleeve and wrote 

these lines in reply:  

 

 As Heaven’s wind blows the jade flute, 

  Why must the white clouds scatter? 

       On this sacred mountain, the night’s torrential rain    

  Drenches my robe entirely through. 

 

    The fairy took the poem. “This will be my only connection to 

you when we are separated by all of Heaven. The frost descends on the 

cinnamon garden and the moon has set behind the Jeweled Tree.” 

Putting the silk into the folds of her robe, she said, urgently, “It is late, 

Master. Please hurry.” 

 Yang wiped his tears away with his hands as he said goodbye.  

When he turned to look back toward the pavilion there was only the 

green thicket of trees and flocks of white clouds. He felt as if he had 

just woken from a dream of the Lake of Jewels.11  

 Full of regret, he made his way back to Shih-san’s summer villa.  

“I wish I had hidden somewhere and waited to watch the fairies come 

to fetch her back to Heaven today,” he thought to himself. “Even then I 

would not have been very late returning. Why did I have to hurry 

back?” 

 After a sleepless night, he rose at dawn and took his servant boy 

with him in search of the place where he had met the fairy. The blown 

peach blossoms, the flowing stream, and the empty pavilion were all 

that remained. The fragrance of the place was gone. He leaned against 

the railing, looking up into the sky full of gray clouds. “She has ridden 

                                                
11 The home of Xi Wangmu. Also called Lake of Gems or Green Jade Lake. 
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away on a cloud to attend to the Jade Emperor. I should like to see her 

again, but what use is it to gaze up at the sky?” 

 He came down from the pavilion and stood by the peach tree 

where he had first met her. “These flowers know depths of my 

sorrow,” he said. 

 And he made his way back home. 

 

 

 

 A few days later Shih-san came to Yang and said, “The other day 

because of my wife’s illness I had to interrupt our outing together. I 

am still sorry about that. But the shade under the willows is still 

cool—how about going out together for half a day to hear the orioles 

sing?” 

 “The green shade is lovelier than spring flowers,” Yang replied, 

quoting Wang An-shih.12  

 They went out of the city gates together and found a thick grove 

where they sat on the grass and made tallies of flowers to count the 

cups of wine each had drunk. They noticed an untended grave just to 

the side, overgrown with wormwood and covered in high grass that 

waved sadly in the wind. A few withered flowers moved to and fro 

beneath the trees.  

 Master Yang, made mournful by the wine, pointed to the grave, 

saying, “Whether a man be high or low, in the end he dies and returns 

to the dust. In olden times Yung-men accompanied the ch’in by 

singing, ‘A thousand years from now, cowherds will dance here and 

sing, “This is the grave of Prince Meng-ch’ang,”’ and Prince Meng-

ch’ang13 wept as he listened. Let us get drunk and enjoy ourselves 

while we are still alive.” 

                                                
12 Wang An-shi (王安石,1021-1086); a poet, writer, and statesman of the Sung 
Dynasty. 
13 Meng Chang (孟昶,919–965); last Emperor of the Later Shu (934–965), one of 
the Ten Kingdoms located in the present-day Sichuan area. 
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 “Brother,” said Shih-san, “do you not know this grave? It is the 

grave of Chang Li-hua,14 the royal consort who was so beautiful they 

called her Lovely Flower. She died unmarried when she was only 

twenty, and out of pity, they planted these flowers and willows by her 

grave to comfort her. Let us pour her spirit a cup of wine and compose 

some verses worthy of a flower.” 

 Yang was naturally kind-hearted. “Yes,” he said, “let us.” So they 

poured wine at her grave and each composed a poem.15  

 When they had recited their verses, Shih-san walked around the 

grave and saw something in the grass where part of the mound had 

collapsed.  It was a piece of white silk with writing on it.  

 “What sort of man would write such a thing and stick it in 

Chang Li-hua’s grave?” he said.  

                                                
14 Zhang Lihua (張麗華, d. 589) was an imperial consort renowned for her beauty. 
She was the favorite concubine of Chen Shubao, last emperor of the Chen Dynasty.  
15 My edition does not have the poems, but they can be found in both Gale’s and 

Rutt’s translations. Here is Gale’s: 

Each likewise wrote a verse to comfort her in her loneliness. 
The Master’s words ran thus: 

“The beauty of your form o’erturned the State, 
       Your radiant soul has mounted high to Heaven; 
       The forest birds have learned the music of your way, 
       The flowers have donned the silken robes you wore.  
      Upon your grave the green of springtime rests, 
       The smoke hangs o’er the long deserted height, 
       The old songs from the streams that bore you hence, 
       When shall we hear them sung?” 

The scholar Thirteen’s words ran thus: 
“I ask where was the beautiful land, 
 And of whose house were you the joy, 
Now all is waste and desolate, 
With death and silence everywhere. 
The grass takes on the tints of spring, 
The fragrance of the past rests with the flowers, 
We call the sweet soul but she does not come, 
Only the flocks of crows now come and go.” 
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 Yang picked up the scrap of silk and —Lo!—It was the very 

piece he had torn from his sleeve and written the poem on the 

previous night. He was both dumfounded and distressed. “Then, the 

girl I met the other night was Chang Li-hua’s ghost,” he thought to 

himself. Cold sweat ran down his back.  “Meeting a fairy is governed 

by one’s karma, but to meet a hungry ghost is also karma,” he thought. 

“So what difference does it make whether she was fairy or a ghost?” 

 Shih-san was getting up just then, so while his back was turned, 

Yang poured another offering and made a silent prayer. “Though the 

living and the dead abide in separate worlds, there is no distance in 

our hearts. I pray that your beautiful spirit will accept my offering and 

visit me again tonight to renew our love.” 

 

 

 That night in the pavilion, alone and sleepless, Yang waited for 

the girl. The room was awash in moonlight and shadows of tree 

branches fell against the window screens.  Everything was silent, until 

Yang heard a faint voice and the sound of approaching footsteps. He 

opened the door to look, and there stood the  fairy whom he had met 

on Tzŭ-ko Peak.  

 He sprang out of the room in delight and took her pale hands in 

his. But when he tried to lead her back into his room, she resisted.  

 “Now that you know what I really am, are you not repulsed?” she 

said. “I wanted to tell you when we first met, but I did not want to 

frighten you, so I told you that I was a fairy. That night I was greatly 

honored to serve you in bed. Your love restored my spirit and brought 

life back to my decaying flesh. Today you came to my grave to pour 

me wine and comfort my lonely spirit. When I think of what you have 

done for me, I have no words deep enough to express my gratitude, 

and so have come tonight to give you my thanks. But how could I dare 

to embrace you again with this rotting corpse?” 

 Yang tugged at her sleeve, saying, “A man who fears ghosts is a 

coward. When a man dies he becomes a ghost, and when a ghost 
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reincarnates, it becomes a man. So the man who fears a ghost is a fool, 

and the ghost who runs away from a living man is a foolish ghost. The 

two of them come from the same source, so why should we separate 

the world of the living and the world of the dead? Those are my 

thoughts, and this is my love. Why do you refuse me?” 

 The girl replied, “How could I possibly refuse your love? But you 

love me because of my dark eyebrows and rosy cheeks, and these are 

false. They are not my true form, but just an illusion to entice living 

men. If you wish to see my true self, I am just some moss-covered 

bones. How could you stand to touch such disgusting things?” 

 “The Buddha said, a man’s body is a transitory illusion, like 

foam on the water or flower petals in a gust of wind,” said Yang. “Who 

can say then what really exists and what does not?”  

 With that he led her inside and they lay together among the 

pillows, their love far deeper and more delightful than on the night of 

their first meeting. “Let us spend every night together,” Yang said 

afterwards. “And let nothing keep us apart.” 

 “Men and ghosts have different paths, but love can bring them 

together,” said the girl. “Since your love comes from so deep in your 

heart, how can I not respond to it?” And then the morning gong 

sounded, and she disappeared among the flowering trees.  

 Yang stood at the railing to see her off. “Let us meet again 

tonight,” he called, but there was no reply.  

 She was gone. 

 


16 

 

 After  his meetings with the ghost, Yang no longer went out to 

visit his friends, nor did he receive guests at home. He spent his time 

quietly in the pavilion. At nightfall he waited for the girl to come, and 

                                                
16 So as not to interrupt the story of this excerpt, I have left out the witty section title: 
Through trickery, Ch’un-yün is both fairy and ghost; quick comings and goings 
between yin and yang. 
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when daylight came he waited again for the night. When he tried to 

compel her to come more frequently, she did not, and that made him 

all the more preoccupied with his thoughts of her.  

 One day two people came to visit him by the side gate. He saw 

that one of them as his friend Shih-san, but he did not recognize the 

other man.  

 Shih-san called out to Yang and introduced the stranger. 

 “This is Master from the T’ai-chi17 Temple,” he said. “He is an 

expert in reading physiognomy and telling fortunes, just like the 

ancients Li Ch’un-feng and Yuan T’ien-kang.18 He has come with me 

to read your face.” 

 Yang welcomed Master Tu with clasped hands. “I have heard 

your venerable name, but to meet you this way is an unexpected 

privilege. I expect you have read Brother Cheng’s face already? What 

do you see in it?” 

 Shih-san answered for himself. “I am very pleased,” he said. 

“Master Tu read my face and told me that within three years I would 

pass the civil exam and be appointed an imperial inspector of the eight 

                                                
17Taiji (太極); literally “The Supreme Ultimate.” This is not the martial art but a 
reference to what is commonly represented by the “Yin-Yang” symbol in Taoist 
cosmology, the dynamic interplay of yin and yang qualities that gives rise to the 
phenomenal world. 
18 Li Chunfeng (李淳風) and Yuan Tian-gang (袁天罡) together were like the 
Nostradamus of 7th-century Tang China. Li Chunfeng was a genius in mathematics, 
astronomy, and history. He wrote books on astrology and numerological 
prognostication and well as descriptions of Taoist practices. Yuan Tian-gang, for his 
part, was the inventor of a practice called “Bone Weight Astrology.” He is said to 

have read the physiognomy of the young Wu Zetian (武則天), who became the 
Emperess Consort Wu, making predictions about her future while missing the fact 

that she was a girl. Yuan and Li are credited with the Tui bei tu (推背圖, literally 
“Back Massage Drawings”) a famous book of enigmatic prophecies about China’s 
future. Some say it predicts World War III between China and the U.S., which will be 
fought with nuclear weapons. This allusion refers to the previous episode in 
Kuunmong, in which Yang had disguised himself as a nun in order to get a look at 
his future wife’s face. 
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provinces. I think he is very accurate. Why don’t you give it a try, 

Brother Yang?” 

 “A virtuous man never asks about future blessings, but only 

about the troubles that await him,” said Yang. “Please tell me only the 

truth.”    

 Master Tu examined Yang for a long time, and  he said, “Your 

eyebrows are quite unusual and your eyes are like a phoenix’s eyes, 

slanting toward the temples—you will surely rise to be a high minister 

of state. Your complexion is pale, as if you are wearing powder, and 

the shape of your face is round, like a pearl—your name will be known 

throughout the world. Your stance is that of a dragon, and you move 

like a tiger. This means you are destined to be a great general and your 

fame will span the Four Seas. You will be a peer, and your name and 

reputation will resound as far as 10,000 li. But there is one unexpected 

flaw, and if you had not met me today, you might have fallen victim to 

a great danger.” 

 “A man’s good or bad fortune depends on the man himself,” 

said Yang. “But it is hard to avoid sickness if it comes. Do you see 

signs that I will become seriously ill?” 

 “Yours is not typical misfortune,” said Master Tu. “There is a 

blue tinge on your forehead and unhealthy shadows under your eyes.19 

Do you have a boy or girl servant in your household whose past is 

questionable?” 

 Yang immediately guessed that Chang Li-hua’s ghost was the 

source of the problem, but he did not let it show. He answered 

nonchalantly, “There is no such servant.” 

 “Then have you passed an old grave—or perhaps had sexual 

relations with a ghost in your dreams?” asked Tu.    

 “Nothing like that,” said Yang.    

                                                
19 It is generally believed in Korea and China (even today) that excessive sex 
produces dark circles under a man’s eyes because of the loss of vital fluid. This is in 
keeping with the Taoist remedy, the practice of preserving and recirculating the 
seminal fluid to enhance the cultivation of qi. 
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 “Master Tu is never wrong,” Shih-san interjected. “Think 

carefully, Yang.”  

 Yang said nothing, so Master Tu continued, “A man’s energy is 

yang and a ghost’s is yin—as immutably different as day and night or 

fire and water. From looking at your face now, it is obvious to me that 

some ghost has a hold on your body. In a few days it will get into your 

bones, and then I am afraid nothing can be done to save your life. 

When that comes to pass, do not complain or say that I did not warn 

you.” 

 Yang thought to himself: “What Tu says is amazingly accurate, 

but Chang Li-hua and I have promised to be together forever and our 

love grows deeper every day. How could she possibly hurt me? Men 

have married fairies and sired children with ghosts in the past. If  such 

things have transpired, why should I be concerned?”20 To the Taoist, 

Yang said, “The length of a man’s life, long or short, is already decided 

when he is born. If you see proofs that I will achieve prominence and 

fame, how can a ghost harm me?” 

 “Whether you live or die is up to you. It not for me to know,” 

Master Tu said indignantly. When he shook his sleeves and left, Yang 

did not try to stop him.  

 Shih-san comforted Yang, saying, “You were born with good 

fortune, Brother Yang. Why should you be afraid of a ghost when 

Heaven favors you? Fortune tellers often say upsetting things to trick 

people.” 

 So they called for wine and got drunk together for the rest of the 

day.   

 That night, after Shih-san had left, Yang sat alone, silently 

burning incense, waiting and waiting for Li-hua to appear. But there 

was no sign of her. He pounded on the table, saying, “The sun is about 

to rise and she still has not come!”  

                                                
20 Rutt leaves this out for some reason. Gale translates: “Yang Won of Cho married a 
fairy and lived with her, and Nyoo Chon had a child with a ghost.”  
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 Yang had blown out the candles and was trying to sleep when, 

suddenly, he heard the sound of weeping outside his window.  

     “Master,” said Li-hua’s voice, “the Taoist has hidden a talisman 

against demons in your topknot. I cannot come near you. I know it 

was not your intention, but it is done, and now our karmic bond is 

broken. Now I pray that you will be safe from harm. I have been cast 

from you, and I must leave you forever.” 

 Yang leapt up and opened the door, but he could not see where 

she had gone.21 He felt his head and found something tied to his 

                                                
21Rutt and Gale also include poems here. Here is Gale's rendition:  

A piece of folded paper only remained on the doorstep. This he opened and 
read. Two verses that she had written on it ran thus 
 “To fill our lot as God intends, 
      We rode the gilded clouds together, 
      You poured the fragrant wine as friends, 
      Before my grave upon the heather. 
  Ere you had time my heart to see, 
      We’re parted wide as gods and men, 
      I have no fault to find with thee, 
      But with a man called three and ten.” 
 The Master read it over in a state of woeful astonishment. He felt his head 
and there under his topknot was, sure enough, a charm against spirits. He 
roared out against it: “This miserable demon of a creature has upset my plans,” 
so he tore it all to pieces and flew into a towering rage. He again took up Chang-
yo’s letter, read if through, and suddenly recollected, saying: “This word ‘three 
and ten’ indicates that her resentment is directed against Thirteen. He’s at the 
back of this, and while his part may not be the wicked one that Too’s is, he has 
interfered with what is good. The rascal! I’ll give him a piece of my mind when I 
meet him.” Then following the rhyme characters of Chang-yo’s verses, he wrote 
a reply and put it in  his pocket, saying: “I have written my answer, but by 
whom shall I send it?” 

It ran thus: 
“You mount the speeding wind, 

      You ride upon the cloud; 
      Don’t tell my soul you dwell 
      In the gruesome, secret shroud. 

The hundred flowers that blow, 
      The moonlight soft and clear, 
      Are born of you, where will you go, 
      My soul, my life, my dear?” 
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topknot—a talisman to repel demons. “That evil sorcerer has ruined 

everything!” he screamed, crumpling it in his hand. Then, after he tore 

the talisman to pieces, he thought, “This must be Shih-san’s 

handiwork from last night when he left me drunk.  He has interfered 

with my karma! I will have some harsh when I see him again!”   

  The next morning, when Yang went to Shih-san’s house, he had 

already gone out. He visited again for three successive days, and yet 

each time Shih-san was not to be seen.  

 Nor did Yang catch even a glimpse of Chang Li-hua’s shadow. 

He went again to the pavilion on Tzŭ-ko Peak to look for her, but it is 

hard to meet with a ghost and he did not see her again. Pining away, 

night and day, he lost his appetite and each successive day he ate less 

and less.   

 Minister Cheng and his wife did not fail to notice, and so they 

prepared special dishes and invited Yang to dinner. As they were 

sharing drinks, the Minister asked, “Why is it that you are so drawn 

and pale these days?” 

 “Shih-san and I have been drinking too much, lately. That must 

be the reason,” answered Yang. 

 It was just then that Shih-san arrived. Yang gave him a sidelong 

glance but said nothing.  

 “Brother,” said Shih-san, “You seem so unhappy lately. Are you 

so burdened with your official duties that it has affected your health? 

Or is it that you are so homesick you’ve become ill? Why do you look 

so worn and full of misery?” 

 Yang could not refuse to answer. He said, “How can a man so far 

from his home look otherwise?”   

 “I overheard the servants talking,” said the Minister. “They said 

they saw you talking to a beautiful girl in the garden pavilion. Is this 

true?”  

  “The garden has walls. How could anyone get inside?” said 

Yang. “That is just silly talk.” 
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 “Brother,” said Shih-san, “with all your worldly experience, why 

are you blushing now like a girl? You dismissed Master Tu with such 

bold confidence, but I can see by the pallor of your face that there is 

something terribly wrong. I put Master Tu’s ghost talisman under 

your topknot while you were drunk and did not know what I was 

doing. That night I hid in the garden and, sure enough, I witnessed a 

female ghost come and cry plaintively outside your room. From this I 

knew that what Master Tu said was true, and that I had done you a 

great favor for which you should be thanking me. So why do you seem 

so angry?” 

  Yang knew he could no longer conceal the matter. “The 

strangest things have happened to me, Sir,” he said to the Minister. “I 

shall tell you all about it.” And so he told the whole story, and when he 

concluded he said, “I know that Shih-san did what he did for my sake, 

but Chang Li-hua, even thought she was a ghost, was substantial. She 

was full of life and good-hearted—hardly deceitful. I may be less than 

upright as a man, but I could never be tricked by a ghost. With his ill-

placed talisman, Shih-san has severed my tie with Chang Li-hua and I 

cannot forgive him for it.” 

 The Minister clapped his hands and laughed. “Yang, my boy,” he 

said, “your temperament and character are like that of Sung Yü.22 He 

could invoke ghosts—surely, you must know how to conjure her up? 

When I was a boy I, myself, met a strange fellow who taught me how 

to summon ghosts. I do not jest! I will invoke Chang Li-hua’s ghost for 

you so that you can be comforted and forgive Shih-san. What do you 

say?” 

                                                
22 Probably an ironic reference to the statesman-poet of the early Warring States 
period who wrote “Unpopularity,” which turns out to be the opposite of Yang’s 
future. Herbert A. Giles’ 1883 translation of the poem, in Gems of Chinese 
Literature: Verse, concludes with the lines: “Behold the philosopher, full of nervous 
thought,/with a fame that never grows dim,/Dwelling complacently alone,—
say,/what can the vulgar herd know of him?” 
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 “In the times of the Han, Shao invoked the ghost of Lady Li23,” 

said Yang, “but that knowledge has been lost for many generations. I 

cannot believe you, Sir.” 

 Shih-san interrupted, “Brother, you called up Li-hua’s ghost 

with no effort at all, and I drove her away with a scrap of paper. It is 

not obvious to you that ghosts can be controlled? Why are you so 

skeptical?” 

 “If you do not believe, then watch this,” said Minister Cheng. He 

struck the folding screen behind him with a fly whisk and called, 

“Chang Li-hua, show yourself!”  

 Immediately, a young girl came out from behind the screen, her 

face radiant with a smile. She went and stood demurely  behind Lady 

Cheng.   

 Yang could tell at a glance that she was none other than Chang 

Li-hua. He looked from Minister Cheng to Shih-san in astonishment. 

“Is this a girl or a ghost?” he said at last. “Is this a dream, or is it 

reality?” 

  The Minister and the Lady Cheng smiled, but Shih-san laughed 

so hard he could not stand up. All the servants were laughing, too. 

“Now I shall tell you the truth,” said the Minister. “This girl is neither 

a ghost nor a fairy. Her name  is Ch’un-yün24, of the Chia25 family, 

                                                
23 This is a reference to the Han dynasty tale of Emperor Wu and Lady Li, which is 
often cited as the origin of Chinese shadow theater. Wu was distraught at the death 
of his favorite concubine. A Taoist sorcerer named Shao-weng summoned her spirit 
within a screen of curtains, but only under the condition that the Emperor observe 
from a distance and not come close for a direct look. The poem Wu composed 
afterwards begins with the lines, “Is it she?/Or is it not?”   
24 春 雲; Gale renders her name as “Cloudlet,” but it is more literally “Spring Cloud.”  
25 Jia. The Chinese character here is the one for “price” 價 minus the “man” radical 

(the left part). In Chinese, there are some interesting homophonic readings for  

Ch’un-yün ‘s surname, which are consistent with the plot of the novel: 假, fake, 

borrow; 佳, beautiful; 家, surname/home (the radicals being the “house” over 

“pig”—but in this case it may be a joke to be read pictographically as a pig wearing a 
hat or the typical reading of a prosperous home).  

 

http://chinese.yabla.com/chinese-english-pinyin-dictionary.php?define=%E6%98%A5
http://chinese.yabla.com/chinese-english-pinyin-dictionary.php?define=%E9%9B%B2
http://chinese.yabla.com/chinese-english-pinyin-dictionary.php?define=%E5%83%B9
http://chinese.yabla.com/chinese-english-pinyin-dictionary.php?define=%E5%81%87
http://chinese.yabla.com/chinese-english-pinyin-dictionary.php?define=%E4%BD%B3
http://chinese.yabla.com/chinese-english-pinyin-dictionary.php?define=%E5%AE%B6
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whom we have brought up in our own household.  Since you were 

bound to be lonely living by yourself in the Garden Pavilion, we sent 

her to comfort you and relieve your boredom. But then the youngsters 

took it upon themselves to play this practical joke on you.” 

 Shih-san, at last getting himself under control, said,  “It was I 

who arranged both of your meeting with the fairy. You should be 

thanking me for doing you a favor, but you look at me as if I am 

loathsome. You ingrate!” He doubled up in laughter once again. 

 Yang finally joined the laughter. “You ruined your father’s gift to 

me!” he exclaimed. “Why should I thank you for a favor like that?” 

 Shih-san replied, “I am happy to take the blame, but I deserve 

only part of it. It is not I who hatched the plot—that credit goes to 

someone else.” 

 Yang looked at the Minister. “If it was not you that planned the 

joke, then who was it?”  

 “I am already an grey-headed old man,” said Minister Cheng. 

“Why would I indulge in such childish games? You are mistaken if you 

think it was me.” 

 Shih-san added, “Mencius said, ‘What comes from you returns 

to you.’ Think about it, Brother. If a man can become a woman, then 

what is so strange about a human becoming a fairy or a fairy becoming 

a ghost?” 

 Only then did Yang finally understand. He laughed and said to 

the Minister, “I can see it all now, Sir. I once played a trick on your 

daughter,26 and she has never forgotten it.” 

 The Minister and Lady Cheng both laughed, but said nothing. 

Master Yang then turned to Ch’un-yün and said, “You are bright and 

clever, but to play a trick on the man you intend to marry is hardly 

proper now, is it?” 

                                                
26 Here Yang is referring to the episode, earlier in the novel, when he disguised 
himself as a musician nun to infiltrate the inner quarters and get a glimpse of 
Ch’iung-pei before marrying her. 
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 Ch’un-yün knelt as she replied, “Your servant heard the 

general’s orders but did not receive the emperor’s edict.” 

 Yang sighed and said, “When Prince Hsiang of olden times lay 

with the fairy on Wu-shan,  he could not tell that she was a cloud in 

the morning and rain in the evening.27 Now that I know that the girl 

Ch’un-yün can become both a fairy and a ghost, I have learned the 

principle of transmogrificaton. 28 It is said, There are no weak soldiers 

under a strong general. If the soldier is like you, then how great must 

be the wisdom of the general?” 

 At this, everyone laughed happily,  and more refreshments were 

set out for a day of eating and drinking. Ch’un-yün was allowed to join 

them on the lowest seat.  

 When night had fallen Ch’un-yün carried a lantern and led her 

new master to the Park Pavilion. Happily drunk, he took her hand and 

teased,  “Are you truly a fairy or a ghost? I have had a fairy and I’ve 

had a ghost, and now I have a beautiful girl.29 If you can be 

transformed into a fairy and a ghost, shall I turn you into Heng-O,30 

                                                
27 Clouds and rain is a reference to sex in classical Chinese literature, dating back to 
the Yin and Zhou dynasties, when ritual sex was part of the ritual for producing rain. 
In Taoist terms, this is one of the illustrations of the profound connection between 
humans and nature, but it had also become a prominent theme in pornographic 
writing and art by the Tang period. 
28 Gayle’s translation is much longer and more convoluted. He adds: “Still when 
Yang Wang saw a cloud he didn’t call it a cloud but a fairy, and when he saw the rain 
he did not call it the rain but his fairy. I, when I met a fairy, did not call her Cloudlet 
but a fairy, and when I met a spirit I did not call it Cloudlet but a spirit, which shows 
that I have not yet attained to Yang Wang; and also that Cloudlet’s power to change 
is not equal to that of the ancient fairy.” 
29 Gale adds, which seems like an explication: “You are not a fairy, and you are not a 
spirit; but she who made you a fairy, and again she who made you a spirit, surely 
possesses the law by which we turn to fairies and spirits, and will she say that I am 
but a common man of earth and not want to keep company with me? And will she 
call this park where I live the dusty world of men, and not wish to see me? If she 
can change you into a fairy or into a spirit, can’t I do just the same and change you 
too?” 
30姮娥, the Chinese goddess of the moon also known as Chang-O (嫦娥). 
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the beauty who lives in the moon? Or shall I change you into a fairy of 

Heng-shan?”31 

 Ch’un-yün fell to her knees and said, “Master, I have done you a 

terrible wrong and deceived you in so many ways. Will you ever 

forgive me?” 

 Yang laughed and said, “Even when you were a ghost I did not 

love you any less. How could I be angry at you now?” 

 She rose to thank him formally.32 

                                                
31 Here, after earlier introducing the central themes of the Lotus Sutra, Kim alludes 
to the Buddhist theme of interpenetration by having Yang refer to a fairy and Heng-
shan, where, at the end of the novel, we discover he is still Hsing-chen sitting on his 
meditation mat. The entire structure of Kuunmong is actually a fractal woven 
together with large- and small-scale examples of interpenetration, and this trope— 

consistent with the Hwaŏm (華嚴) school of Buddhism (centrally important, 
particularyly during the Chosŏn period)—is one of the strongest pieces of evidence 
that the story is of Korean origin . 
32 This is actually an erotically-charged detail, since the “Spring Cloud” is rising to 
give formal thanks to Yang. It refers directly back to all the lurid double entendre 
regarding the clouds and rain (see footnote 27).  


