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To comprehend and read Kezuo xinwen

Abstract

Kezuo xinwen by Shen Zhou (1427-1509) of Ming Dynasty is a true rarity from
the earlier China, what with its refreshing and modern book title. By traditional
definition, “News” denotes anything heard or seen that is novel or bizarre, which is
also the purpose of Shen Zhou writing the book, Kezuo xinwen (meaning news from
guests). Driven by burden of fame during his old age, Shen Zhou constantly held
banquets to host guests from far and wide and requested them to narrate stories they
had seen or heard, and such stories were thus recorded and named as Kezuo xinwen.
The “News” events collected and narrated primarily encompass two categories:
anecdotes circulated all over the streets and alleyways; all types of personalities that
shocked the nation. In another word, Kezuo xinwen is a book compiled with reports on
major characters or events that came to public attention by word of mouth, which
incidentally also complies with the definition of “News” today.

The paper includes the following: first, to gather various hand-copied or printed
editions of Kezuo xinwen and compare their likenesses and differences; second, to
explore and categorize the content in Kezuo xinwen while cross-referencing “what
was seen, heard or said” against historical documents to verify if it is in line with
historical facts or in conflict with any other hearsays; third, to analyze Shen Zhou’s
thoughts embedded as the motif in the book; last, to contemplate on the impact Kezuo
xinwen has had on the contemporary scholars/intellectuals and the development of
Literary Sketches in the Nanjing area after the mid-period of Ming Dynasty. With “To
comprehend and read Kezuo xinwen”, such territories as the news sources in Ming
Dynasty, the reasons behind acquiring the news, the state of control the imperial court
had on the media, and the cause for the thriving book printing business in Nanjing
may be fathomed out.

Keywords: Shen Zhou, Kezuo xinwen, literary sketches, Suzhou, Ming Dynasty
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