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Coming and Going: Historical Story—telling Scripts
and the Popularisation and Expansion of Historical Novels
in the Song and Yuan Dynasty

XU Da—jun

Abstract: The attributes of historical story—telling script and historical commentaries in the Song and Yuan
dynasty involve the preparation according to the historical record, historical lectures, and the presentation of
history for the purpose of reasoning. They are associated with a cultural context and a line of succession of his-
torical writings at that time. The former is the result of the expansion of the popularisation and entertainment of
the reading of history and scriptures in the urban society led by the system of the imperial feast. On the other
hand, the latter is the result of the expansion of the reading of history and scriptures led by the system of the
imperial feast in the field of historiography in the form of justification and popularity. Accordingly, the historic
story—telling script belonged to the popular history writing derived and separated from the path of popularisa-
tion and expansion of the scriptural and historical performances. Compared with the orthodox historical writ-
ings at that time, it still followed the path of historical writings in terms of chronological style, acting according
to history, and describing history to seek reason. However, there were deviations from the historical writings in
terms of material and expression. For the later historical novels, these irregularities are of pioneering signifi-
cance, nurturing the motivating factor to break away from the historical field and open up another world in the
literary field, and becoming the starting point and catalyst for the growth of historical novels.

Key words: Historical story—telling scripts, historical novel, justification, popularisation
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Coming and Going: Historical Story—telling Scripts
and the Popularisation and Expansion of Historical Novels
in the Song and Yuan Dynasty

XU Da-jun

Abstract: The attributes of historical story—telling script and historical commentaries in the Song and Yuan
dynasty involve the preparation according to the historical record, historical lectures, and the presentation of
history for the purpose of reasoning. They are associated with a cultural context and a line of succession of his-
torical writings at that time. The former is the result of the expansion of the popularisation and entertainment of
the reading of history and scriptures in the urban society led by the system of the imperial feast, giving rise to
popular historiographical performances such as the “storytelling of history” and accessible historical reading
materials like historical storytelling scripts. On the other hand, the latter is the result of the expansion of the
reading of history and scriptures led by the system of the imperial feast in the field of historiography in the
form of justification and popularity, resulting in a range of historical writings aimed at different social strata
and adopting methods for conveying history in a straightforward and comprehensible manner.

What we now refer to as historical story—telling script, such as Popular Stories of the Five Dynasties and
Anecdotes of Xuanhe Era, also belong to this body of popular historical writing. These works, in their construc-
tion, drew directly from official histories both in source material and in method, including copying, editing, or
retelling historical texts in vernacular language, and structuring their narratives chronologically according to
historiographical conventions. Accordingly, the historic story—telling script belonged to the popular history
writing derived and separated from the path of popularisation and expansion of the scriptural and historical
performances. Compared with the orthodox historical writings at that time, it still followed the path of histori-
cal writings in terms of chronological style, acting according to history, and describing history to seek reason.
However, there were deviations from the historical writings in terms of material and expression.

Specifically, in order to appeal to popular audiences, these works frequently incorporated elements from
unofficial histories, folklore, and the performative traditions of storytelling. Their narrative strategies often
blended formal historical prose with performative formulas such as “it is said,” prologues, and closing poems,
drawn from oral and musical traditions. These hybrid forms reflect the branching and transformation of
scriptural=historical popularisation, generating diverse types of popular historical narratives.

Their original intention was not to produce ornate literary fiction but rather to explicate historical events
and explore the underlying principles of rise and decline. For the later historical novels, these irregularities are
of pioneering significance, nurturing the motivating factor to break away from the historical field and open up
another world in the literary field, and becoming the starting point and catalyst for the growth of historical nov-

els.
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