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Believe it or not, it’s possible for you to read and understand the stories in this book even if you start off not knowing a single word of Chinese! We won’t lie to you and say it will be easy, but with time and patience you can certainly do it.

Here’s how. You’ll notice that each story is shown in two versions: Chinese characters on the right-side pages, and phonetic spelling called “pinyin” on the left-side pages. These two versions are word-for-word identical.

There are no spaces between Chinese characters and no capital letters, so it’s sometimes hard for tell the difference between a name and ordinary text. So to make things a bit easier, we underline all proper names, for example 美兰.

Also, some Chinese words require a single character, but others are made from two or more characters. But don’t worry. Once you learn to recognize the characters, it becomes easy. Remember, a billion people around the world have already learned to read and write this language, so there’s no reason why you can’t do it too!

Let’s do a quick example. Look at the title of the first paragraph of the first story. It’s at the top of page 17. The two Chinese characters are毒茶. Look across at the pinyin on page 16 and you’ll see that the first word is pronounced dú​[1]​. Look up dú in the glossary (it’s sorted alphabetically by pinyin), and you’ll see that it means “ poison.” Do the same with the second character, 茶, and you’ll see that it’s pronounced chá and means “tea.”

So now you see that the first story’s title, made up of two Chinese characters, is “Poison Tea.”

If you want to double-check to make sure you got the correct meaning, go to the English translation in the back of the book. 

We also recommend that you listen to the free audiobook version of this story, which is available on the Imagin8 Press channel on YouTube.
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Tales of the supernatural were not widely popular in early Chinese history. Most people spent their time working in the fields, leaving little room for the telling of myths. And early Chinese philosophers focused on practical topics rather than the supernatural. As Zhuangzi famously said, “Outside the limits of the world of men, the sage occupies his thoughts but does not engage in discussions about anything.”

But the Qin and Han emperors began seeking immortality and sought help from supernatural beings. As a result, rumors of fairies and immortals began to spread. At the same time, farmers engaged sorcerers to bring good weather, and Buddhism arrived in China from India. 

Tales of spirits, immortals, ghosts, and monsters began to flourish, reaching their peak during the Jin and Six Dynasties (265 to 589 AD). These stories were often written as if they were actual events occurring in the real world, as the Chinese believed that immortals, fairies, and ghosts were real.

Storytellers told of supernature beings, creating elaborate and complex narratives known as Tang Dynasty Legends. The plots and artistic techniques of these legends were more intricate and sophisticated than the simpler, documentary-style supernatural tales of earlier periods.

Later, the Yuan and Ming Dynasties (1271 to 1644 AD) brought the genre called shenmo, literally “gods and monsters,” stories about the struggles between gods, demons, immortals and mortals, using magical weapons and abilities. The most famous shenmo novels from this period are Journey to the West and The Investiture of the Gods. 

This type of fantasy fiction remained popular through the final Qing Dynasty (1644 to 1912 AD). One of the most famous works from this period is Pu Songling’s 聊斋志异(Liáozhāi Zhìyì, usually translated as Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio).

Pu Songling was a young scholar who passed the local imperial examination, but he was never able to pass the provincial examination. He continued to retake the exams while teaching the children of wealthy families to make a living. During these years he wrote Liaozhai Zhiyi, a collection of stories that he shared and circulated among his friends. The stories were written over several decades, and finally published in 1766, fifty nine years after his death.

From the perspective of a traditional Chinese scholar, for whom success was measured by passing the imperial examinations, Pu Songling was not particularly accomplished throughout his life. However, he was fascinated by stories of immortals, ghosts, and spirits, and enjoyed collecting them. His years living in the Chinese countryside provided him with a rich source of such tales.

Compared with other similar stories of that era, Liaozhai Zhiyi stands out for several reasons. First, it was written by a true scholar, making it more literary than the stories narrated by ordinary, illiterate storytellers. Drawing inspiration from the grand style of Tang Dynasty sagas, Pu Songling's writing was sophisticated and captivating. He knew how to engage readers by crafting a compelling narrative with a complex storyline and elegant prose.

Secondly, Pu Songling spent much of his life among Chinese peasants, giving him a deep understanding of their customs and beliefs. He was familiar with their views and legends about immortals, spirits, ghosts, and monsters, which were vastly different from the stories created by scholars who stayed in their libraries. His work harkens back to the ghost stories of the Six Dynasties, where people didn’t merely invent stories; they truly believed in the events they described.

Finally, unlike successful people who often failed to understand the suffering of the common people. Pu Songling displayed compassion in his work. In Liaozhai Zhiyi, despite writing about ghosts and monsters, Pu Songling never viewed them as deviants. he always had a compassionate attitude, praising virtue and morality, sympathizing with innocent victims, and honoring protagonists who were willing to do what is right. Whether the protagonist was a fox spirit or a hanged ghost, as long as they did right things, there might be redemption at the end.

In this book, we have chosen a few of Pu’s most famous stories. Some of his protagonists are unwilling to hurt innocent people and thus are redeemed in the end, while others are strong-willed and seek revenge. Others may not perform well in the imperial exam system, but remain open-minded and responsible and care for their families. They may not all be human; perhaps none of them are. But it doesn’t matter whether they are human. What matters are the qualities they show. Sometimes ghosts and monsters are even more lovable than people in real life.

We hope you enjoy reading these stories!

Yunjie Xiong
Chiang Mai, Thailand
February, 2025
Revised July, 2026
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