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Chinese poet Su Shi (1037-1101) is portrayed as both a paragon of humor and a famous
Buddhist layman in premodern Chinese vernacular literature. While the Buddhist
influence on Su’s own literary writings is well studied, the relationship between
Buddhism and Su Shi’s image as a comic figure remains ambiguous. This talk draws
from Song period (960—-1279) anecdotes and Buddhist literature to show how encounter
dialogues, commonly known as gong’an or koan, a genre largely studied as religious
texts, played a significant role in shaping elite and vernacular imaginations of Su Shi as
a humorist.
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