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IMPROVISING UPON REGIMES OF KNOWLEDGE:
A CONTEXTUALIZED READING OF A NINTH-CENTURY TALE
ON WHEAT, ALCHEMY, AND SEA TREASURE'

LINDA RUI FENG *

ABSTRACT Through a historically contextualized reading of a ninth-century tale struc-
tured by a quest for underwater treasures led by foreign merchants from the coast
of the South Sea, this paper unpacks its logic of representation in its more fantastic
elements. It presents a case study in which the ludic mode of culture (as first articu-
lated by Johan Huizinga) extended into the literary imagination offers an interpretive
framework. The narrative, both archetypal in its overall structure and unusual in its
details, improvises upon existing systems of knowledge such as 1) Daoist-inflected
ideas of agricultural grain and dietetics, of corporeal parasites and longevity, and 2)
understanding of the economic theory of the ben-mo dichotomy. These forms of play
with regimes of knowledge culminates in an unconventional twist on the roles of
foreigners (huren) as navigators in a search for sea-borne treasure, again suggesting
an imaginative reconceiving of the maritime commerce flourishing in ninth century
China.
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