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Ludicrous Wording, yet with Contents Just
and Fair: Interpretation of “Distinguishing
Elegance from Vulgarity” in the Humorous
Book of the Song Dynasty, The Collection
of Laughter (Kai Yan Ji)

*
Tung-Yang Huang
Abstract

Even though the Records of Laughter (Qi Yan Lu) by Huo Bai of the Sui
Dynasty already used materials of the fool and the foolish act, the editorial style
was even more folksy and frivolous in this humorous book. Yet among all the
humorous books, there was a group persistently strived to maintain elegance and
stood out amid humorous books placed under the category of “vulgar contents”, in
order to distinguish themselves from those popular books intended merely to win
the laughter. For this particular writing style, the Collection of Laughter (Kai Yan Ji)
was selected for studying the psychology and mentality of this eccentric group of
humorous book writers concealed under these circumstances. Kai Yan Ji is the
earliest humorous book handed down in its entirety that is still available nowadays.
Because Kai Yan Ji has never been studied, the date of publication and the overall
condition of circulation were first investigated in this study. This was then followed
by investigating the writing style in order to understand the editorial style and the
source of materials. Based on the editorial procedure and style, this book already
included many works with morals to meet the criteria of the classical school. As
for those jest stories, they took the following approaches: 1. Paying particular
attention to the wording so that the contents were not comprehensible to the
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general readers; 2. Giving literature citations to emphasize the credibility of the
sources; 3. Participating in the social activities of scholars to gain their
endorsements, thus supporting their claims of the distinction between elegance and
vulgarity. Therefore, it is obvious that the process of returning to elegance in these
humorous books was merely to proclaim that their works were in accord with the
literati tradition of embedding morals and using the banner of classical school to
stop criticism. They also strengthened their consciousness of a scholar in order to
gain the endorsement of the elegant people and the intellectuals.

Keywords: Novel of the Song Dynasty, humorous book, novel in the literary
language, popular literature, the Collection of Laughter (Kai Yan
Ji).



