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Observing the Sick Body :
On the Poetic Significance of Han Yu’s

“Condemning the Malaria Ghost”

Chung Chih-Wei

( Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Sun Yat-sen University )

Abstract

The ancients feared malaria, believing it to be caused by the entanglement of
malaria ghosts, imbued with a sense of mystery. Although frequently mentioned in
literature of the classical studies, history, and philosophy genres, it was not until
the Tang dynasty that poems with titles such as “Malarial Disease” or “Malaria
Ghost” began to appear. Han Yu, inheriting the poetic tradition of Du Fu,
observed his own body and, for the first time, composed the poem “Condemning
the Malaria Ghost.” In the poem, he establishes a fictional world of human-ghost
confrontation, narrating the origin, symptoms, and treatment methods of the
malaria ghost. Finally, he advises the malaria ghost to return home and wishes
everyone well. Han Yu condemns the malaria ghost in poetic form, incorporating
elements of playfulness and courageously confronts illness, which helps to
alleviate both physical and mental distress. It resonated with many readers from
the Song to the Qing dynasties, often used in allusions or inspiring imitations.
Therefore, the significance of its reception by readers can be explored. Poets in
later generations imitated Han Yu’s work in three ways: first, by inheriting the
plot of human-ghost confrontation, expressing emotions through illness, and
combining the anecdote of “using Du Fu’s poetry to drive away malaria ghosts” to
enhance the therapeutic effect of literature. Second, through self-mockery and

self-consolation, drawing variously on Confucian self-discipline, Buddhist
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transcendence, or Daoist detachment to coexist with illness and reconsider its
meaning. Third, by imitating the writing style, poets admonished the malaria
ghost, inheriting Han Yu’s personal image, promoting moral agency and
embodying the spirit of Han Yu’s “ Condemnation of the Malaria Ghost.” In
summary, Han Yu’s “Condemnation of the Malaria Ghost” is innovative in its
theme, form, lyricism, and thought. It establishes rhetorical strategies to expel
malaria ghosts through poetry and serves as a platform for later literati to share
emotions and showcase diverse life experiences. The poem holds rich poetic

significance.

Keywords: Han Yu, Condemning the Malaria Ghost, Du Fu, Illness Writing,

Confucian, Buddhist, and Daoist thought
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