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Tales from China’s  Classic Essential Readings

Preface
The ancient China long ago has stressed on the child and youth educa

tion. Many primer readings spreading far and beyond came into focus, thus 

strengthening the cause o f child upbringing and brightness. The Three Char

acter Classic, the Hundreds Surnames, the Thousand Character Classic, 

and the Children's Knowledge Treasury are the best examples o f  such primer 

readings. Their main goal is to enable the child to learn characters and edu

cate them about culture and morality.

The readings are easy to understand, and simple to read and recite as they 

resemble songs. They influenced the lives o f  many Chinese. They learned 

Chinese, as well as gaining knowledge on Chinese history, geography, and 

society. They are well-educated on morality too. Till today, Chinese still love 

and stress these readings.

O f the above-mentioned four books, the Thousand Character Classic 

came out earliest. It was compiled by a man o f the Liang Dynasty. With four 

characters in each sentence, there are 250 sentences and 1,000 characters in the 

book. Due to this reason, the book is titled the Thousand Character Classic.

The Three Character Classic came out during the Song Dynasty times 

and was modified later. As it has three characters in each sentence, the book 

is titled the Three Character Classic. It comprises about 500 sentences. Many
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ideas and truths in it have profound impact on the Chinese people. UNESCO 

incorporated the book into a list o f compulsory books dedicated for the child 

moral education. It was translated into many languages and circulated globally.

The Hundreds Surnames came out during the Song Dynasty times. It is a 

primer reading related to the Chinese surnames. With a total o f 568 characters 

and in the form o f  songs with four characters in each sentence, it introduced 

504 Chinese surnames in all.

The Children's Knowledge Treasury came out the latest. The people of 

Ming Dynasty compiled this book. With rich contents, it became a mini- 

encyclopeadia of natural and social sciences. It owns the reputation o f “Making 

you knowledgeable enough after reading the Children's Knowledge Treasury".

We can see profound historical and cultural traditions clearly in these 

books - especially those vivid and meaningful tales greatly impress the read

ers. Tales from  China's Classic Essential Readings has selected tales spread

ing far and beyond in China from the above four books and tells them in 

short, lively and interesting truths. Readers, around the world, can learn the 

historical and cultural knowledge o f the Chinese nation, ideology and moral

ity through them. The tales are divided into categories to be easily understood 

by modern people, with the support o f humorous and vivid cartoons.

The books are not only suitable for children and youth, but also for read

ers with interest in Chinese culture. They can experience the contact with 

Chinese history and culture.
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Mencius' Mother Chooses Neighbors

M encius w as one o f  C h in a’s greatest philosophers and educators. 

He lived from 372 to 289 B CE, during  the W arring S tates Period (475 

-221  B C E) in C hinese history. A lthough he w as respectfu lly  addressed 

as M eng-zi in C hinese, his nam e w as M eng Ke. C onsidered  second 

only to C onfucius as a m aster o f  the Ru school o f  philosophy, know n 

as “C onfucian ism ” in English, M encius both taught and further devel

oped C onfucian ideas. H is accom plishm ents w ould not have been pos

sible w ithout the all-ab id ing  im portance that his m other placed on his 

education.

M encius’ hom eland w as a place called “Z ou” in w hat is now  the 

p rov ince  o f  S handong. H is fa ther died  w hen he w as young  and the 

fam ily circum stances w ere difficult. H is m other w orked as a  w eaver 

and at o ther jo b s  to  support the fam ily. D espite all, she did not let go 

o f  her b e lie f  in the im portance o f  education; she hoped that one day 

M encius w ould becom e an educated m an w ith his ow n ideas.

A t the very beginning, the  fam ily lived near a graveyard. People 

w o u ld  freq u en tly  co m e by to  c o n d u c t fu n era l r ite s  and  th e  y o u n g  

M encius and his friends in the neighborhood w ould run over to  w atch.
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A fter the  m ourners had left, the  boys w ould  m im ic  w hat had taken 

place, the low ering o f  the coffin, the kneeling  and praying, the w ailing 

and m ourning. T hey thought th is w as all good  fun. M encius’ m other 

looked upon th is as a poor environm ent fo r getting  a proper education. 

She decided she w ould ra ther spend a  little m oney and m ove to  a  place
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that w as on a  regular street and that had a livelier atm osphere.

N o t long afte r m oving  to a  new  hom e, M encius’ m other discovered 

a  new  problem . All o f  the neighbors in the new  place w ere involved in 

trade, and the fam ily o f  one sm all friend had a  shop  that dealt in m eat. 

A fter w atch ing  the com ings and goings at the m eat shop, M encius and 

his friends w ould play  at doing business, one the buyer, one the seller, 

haggling  over prices, hav ing  a  great tim e. A t that tim e in China, trades

m en w ere regarded as being  engaged in the low est and m ost hum ble 

occupation . P eop le  in business w ere  accorded  no respect. M en ciu s’ 

m other w as now  afraid that her son w ould becom e a businessm an, so 

she determ ined to m ove again.

T his tim e, after long consideration , she decided  to  m ove the fam ily 

to  a location that w as near a school.

Schools w ere generally  situated  near the hom es o f  the well to  do at 

the tim e, near “princely hom es.”  T hey w ere set up for the purpose o f  

educating  the sons o f  aristocrats. From  w here he lived, M encius could 

hear the sounds o f  the ch ild ren ’s voices, reciting  the ir lessons. He w as 

soon m im icking  them , reciting  the  lessons as w ell. M oreover, on the 

F irst Day and the F ifteenth  D ay o f  every  lunar m onth, officials w ould 

gather at the school to conduct rituals. A s per the proper w ay o f  doing 

th ings, everyone w ould perform  rites that seem ed w onderfully  elegant 

and sophisticated  and  grand. M encius observed these th ings m inutely,
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and w ould then run hom e to perform  the sam e rites and rituals in front 

o f  his m other. Seeing how  well her son w as learning these new  things, 

M encius’ m other w as relieved to  have found the  right p lace to  live in 

the end. T he fam ily continued to live on in th is p lace, and eventually  

M encius’ m other sen t her son form ally to  the school, even though this 

added to the burdens she already had  to bear.

O ne day, M encius w en t o f f  to  school bu t re tu rned  early , before  

it w as tim e for the lessons to be over. M encius’ m other w as w eaving 

aw ay w hen she saw  him  com e in. “H ow  are the studies?” she asked. 

M encius equ ivocated  and ju s t  sa id , “ F ine .”  M en c iu s’ m o ther knew  

that he w as p laying hooky since he w anted to  go ou tside and  have fun. 

U pset, she did no t scold him  directly. Instead, she took up a pa ir o f  

scissors and cut through the fabric that she w as in the process o f  w eav

ing. M encius w as appalled. He asked his m other w hat she w as doing. 

“Studying is ju s t like w eaving a piece o f  c lo th ,” she said. “ It has to 

be a  continuous accum ulation  o f  w oven threads, o r e lse  it com es to 

nothing. W hat use is a p iece o f  fabric that has been cut in tw o? I f  you 

w aste  the  opportun ity  to  study, the  resu lts  w ill be ju s t  as u se le ss .” 

M encius w as m ortified and prom ptly acknow ledged his m istake to his 

m other. From  that tim e onw ards, he w as stric t w ith h im se lf about his 

studies. In the end, he becam e the renow ned scholar that we all know  

about as a  result.

8
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The Teacher of Confucius

T he founder o f  the “R u”school o f  philosophy w as a  m an respect

fu lly  know n as “ K o n g -z i” in C h in ese , o r  C o n fu c iu s  in E ng lish . He 

lived from  551 to 479 B CE. He lived during  the Spring  and A utum n 

period o f  C hinese history  (770 to  476  B CE), m ore than tw o thousand 

years ago. K ong-z i’s original nam e w as K ong Q iu, and he w as also 

know n as K ong Z hongni. H e w as bom  in the city  o f  Q ufu in Shandong 

Province. A s a  great educator, C onfucius taught a  num ber o f  ou tstand

ing  students. B roadly versed in m any subjects, he h im se lf nevertheless 

continued  to  take an active delight in learning and he w as delighted 

w hen som eone knew  things that he did not know. H e w as glad to con

sider o ther people his ow n “teacher.” He not only asked for enlighten

m ent on various sub jects from  fam ous people, bu t is also  know n to 

have regarded a  seven-year-old boy as his tutor.

C o n fu c iu s  and  h is  d isc ip les  o r s tu d en ts  trav e lled  far and  w ide, 

rid ing  in a  cart pulled by horses. O ne day, the cart suddenly  stopped 

for, in the m iddle o f  the  road, som e children had built a  sm all w alled 

city, a  kind o f  castle. Seeing that a  cart w as com ing, one boy stood his 

ground w hile the rest o f  the children  scattered. T he driver o f  the cart

1 3
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shouted out to the boy to m ake way. T he child  stood even m ore reso

lutely firm , and shouted  back, “ I ’ve never heard o f  a castle  hav ing  to 

g ive w ay to a horse-cart! I ’ve only heard o f  horse-carts going around a 

castle!”

C onfucius descended from  the cart to  see w hat w as go ing  on. He 

saw  that the little  boy w as qu ite  a lert and  likeable, so he asked  his 

nam e and learned that it w as X iang  Tuo and that he w as seven years 

old. C onfucius then asked, in a very gentle m anner, “We are try ing  to 

get a long  th is road. W hy is it you  are b locking  the w ay?” The boy re

plied, “ 1 had no idea you w ould be com ing  by. I ’ve ju s t been w orking 

hard build ing th is fortress. I ’ve a lm ost go t it done. You can ’t go over 

it, y o u ’ll have to  go around.”  C onfucius asked, “ W hat are you  build ing 

it for?” X iang Tuo responded, “I f  enem ies w ere to invade our hom e, 

I w ould use it to hold back their horse-carts.” A t the tim e, C hina w as 

divided into m any principalities that w ere frequently  a t w ar w ith one 

another. H earing th is response, C onfucius could  no t help  bu t be im 

pressed by the precocious young  child.

A t this point, the others in C onfucius’ party gave som e sm all toys 

to  the o ther lads, w ho w ere delighted  to  accept them  and w ere soon 

p lay in g  ag a in st one  an o th er in the  road . X iang  T uo d id  no t budge, 

however. He continued to  stand guard  over h is fortifications. A m azed, 

C onfucius asked i f  he d id n ’t w ant to  play  w ith the o thers. “T hat kind

1 4
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o f  th ing  d o esn ’t in terest m e ,” said X iang  Tuo. “ I f  you  play around, 

you  m ight lose track  o f  the tim e and that m ight affect you r w ork, your 

study, o ther im portant things! C hildren  should not participate in those 

gam es, especially  w hen they still haven ’t  finished build ing  a fortress.” 

A t that, he put his head dow n and again applied  h im se lf to his castle.

C onfucius then knew  that X iang Tuo w as different. But he decided 

to test h im  further. He said, “ I ’ll ask you  a  few  questions, and if  you

1 5
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can ’t answ er, then you  have to let m e pass!” X iang Tuo agreed. To 

C onfuc ius’ surprise, he no t only answ ered  w ell but som e o f  his an 

sw ers w ere m arvelously  ingenious. O nce X iang Tuo learned that the 

gentlem an before him  w as the renow ned C onfucius, he said, “N ow  I 

will ask you  som e questions, and i f  you  can ’t answ er, then you  m ust 

regard  m e as y o u r teacher.”  C onfucius also  agreed . X iang  Tuo pro 

ceeded to  ask him  th ings like, how  is it that ducks and geese can float 

on top  o f  the w ater, w hy is the call o f  the great sw an so  very p ierc

ing  and clear, w hy do n ’t pine trees and cork  trees lose their leaves in 

the w inter. T hese questions had no scientific answ er a t that tim e, so 

C onfucius answ ered  them  accord ing  to his ow n w ay o f  understand 

ing th ings and X iang Tuo w as dissatisfied w ith the results. C onfucius 

confessed quite  openly  that he had no idea how  to answ er these th ings 

accurately, and he said to  X iang  Tuo, “You are certainly qualified to  be 

m y teacher.” He bow ed before X iang  Tuo in a  gesture o f  respect, and 

at the sam e tim e X iang Tuo bow ed to  C onfucius.

X iang Tuo then continued his careful build ing o f  the castle. C onfu

cius clim bed back up on the cart and instructed his discip les to  detour 

around the “castle” and proceed. A s they drove off, the M aster said  to 

his d isciples, “ Such a person is tru ly  adm irable. I am  even m ore con

vinced o f  the principle that, ‘A m ong  three people w alk ing  along, one 

w ill surely be qualified to be my teacher.’”
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T ales from  C h in a 's  C la s s ic  E ssen tia l R e ad in g s

Zhao Pu Reads the Analects

Z hao Pu is also know n as Z hao Z hongling. T his m an lived during 

the  N o rth ern  S ong D ynasty  (9 6 0 -1 1 2 7 ), w hich  he he lped  estab lish  

for the tw o bro thers called  S ong Taizu and S ong Taizong. A fter the 

dynasty w as founded, he served as its P rim e M inister th ree tim es and 

w as the m an both em perors m ost relied upon and  trusted.

A s a young m an, Z hao Pu served in adm inistrative capacities and 

had  e x te n s iv e  ex p e rien ce  in ru n n in g  g o v ern m en ta l a ffa irs , bu t his 

know ledge o f  academ ic m atters, his book-learning, w as m inim al. O nce 

the dynasty w as founded, the tw o Song em pero rs’ brothers began to 

em phasize the ro le o f  education  and to  hope that a group  o f  scholars 

could be nurtured w ho w ould help  govern  the land. T he tw o brothers 

them selves took the  lead in read ing  m any books. A t the  beginning , 

Z hao Pu felt th is w as som ew hat beneath  him  and he did not follow  

suit. A s the country prospered and th ings becam e m ore com plex, how 

ever, he soon found that his ow n experience w as increasing ly  inad

equate. S ong Taizu w ould som etim es ask him  how  a prev ious dynasty 

had  hand led  th is  o r th a t p rob lem , w h at th e ir  sy stem s w ere , and  he 

w ould not be able to  answer.
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W hen C hinese em perors assum e the throne, they give them selves 

a  reign nam e that is generally  in praise o f  the reign and that bodes for 

its prosperity. T his reign nam e should  no t duplicate any that has com e 

before. Song Taizu adopted  the reign nam e o f  “Q ian D e,” and Z hao 

Pu praised  the choice, say ing  that it w as excellen t and  m oreover had 

not been used by anyone before. Later, S ong  Taizu invaded and oc

cupied Sichuan, and there  he w as g iven  an ancien t copper m irro r that
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had etched on its back the reign nam e, “Q ian D e.” Z hao  Pu, standing 

beside him  w hen this w as d iscovered, could find noth ing  to  say. W hen 

S ong  T aizu  asked  tw o  o th e r o ff ic ia l-sch o la rs  w ith  ex ten siv e  book- 

learning about reign nam es, they soon w ere able to inform  him  that 

a  K ing  nam ed W ang Yan had taken his reign nam e in Sichuan. Song 

T aizu’s reign nam e duplicated  W ang V an’s, and therefore had to  be re

jec ted  and a  new  nam e had to be found. Song Taizu is believed to have 

said to Z hao Pu, “ It looks as though a  Prim e M inister should be a man 

o f  letters as well! You should  read a few  m ore books.” Z hao Pu took 

the advice to heart.

He applied  h im se lf to  reading books in order to m ake up for his 

deficiencies on the  learn ing  front. A t th is tim e, he w as already  over 

forty years old, plus he had to  m anage highly com plex governm ental 

affairs every day. S till, he  found tim e to  read. H is desk w ould be piled 

high w ith  books, and once he got hom e at n ight he w ould close the 

doors and w indow s to any distractions and begin to read. He w as h igh

ly conscientious and w ould not put a book  dow n until he had finished 

it. H is m em ory could recall all the conten ts o f  any given book. H is 

know ledge gradually  increased  and  also  becam e m ore useful. W hen 

the court m et up w ith som e difficulty o r m ajor policy  issue, he could 

consu lt various books and have som e back ing  fo r his recom m enda

tion. By the tim e he becam e Prim e M inister for Song Taizong, he w as

2 2



« = #*£» ***
T ales from th eT h re e  C h a ra c te r  C lassic

already adept at quo ting  from  the classics in his w ritten argum ents as a 

w ay to  bu ttress and explain clearly  his ow n point o f  view.

Z hao Pu lived to  be over seventy years old. W hen he died, his fam 

ily opened up the case that held his books and discovered in it m any o f  

the books that he had read m ost often. A m ong them  w as a volum e o f  

the Analects, that recorded the w ords o f  C onfucius and his disciples. 

A t the tim e, this book w as read by children and w as regarded as quite a 

sim ple w ork, easily understood, so his fam ily w ondered w hy he clearly 

had consulted it so often. It w as because the book contained an entire 

coherent set o f  concepts that w ent from  self-cultivation all the way to 

adm inistering  m atters o f  state. Zhao Pu greatly  benefitted from  it.

W hen Song Taizong learned the new s that Z hao Pu had died, he 

felt that he had lost no t ju s t a  key m in ister bu t an old friend. H e per

sonally  w rote a m em orial for him , in w hich he specifically m entioned 

how  Z hao Pu had enjoyed reading later in life and had becom e such a 

great scholar that m any erudite m en w ere unable to  m atch him .
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Lu Wenshu Writes on Cattail Leaves

Lu W enshu w as bom  into  the  fam ily o f  a  m an w ho  served as a 

guard  at the gates o f  a particu lar household. He lived in a place called 

Ju lu  in H ebei Province, at the tim e o f  the W estern Han D ynasty (206 

B C E -2 5  A D ). A s he w atched  o ther ch ild ren  head o f f  to  school, Lu 

W enshu ached to  jo in  them , but could  not, since his fam ily w as poor. 

Instead, his father sen t him  o ff  to  tend sheep.

Lu W enshu  d e te rm in ed  th a t he w o u ld  learn  on h is ow n. In the 

daytim e, he tended sheep; at n ight he w ould seek out teachers to teach 

him  how  to  w rite a  few  w ords. G radually , the num ber o f  w ords that he 

could w rite increased and he found that he w as able to read. He very 

m uch w anted to  read, but at that tim e paper had not yet been invented. 

So-called  “books” w ere generally  copied onto  bam boo strips or onto 

silk  fabric. O nly a very few  people o f  high status w ere able to get hold 

o f  these, and  only  the very w ealthy actually  had w hat could  be called 

a library. T hrough the in troduction o f  his teacher, Lu W enshu w as able 

to m eet such people and to borrow  books. He w ould rise early  in the 

m orning as soon as it w as light, and did his best to m em orize the books 

in entirety. Still, the books alw ays had to be returned at som e point. He
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though how  w onderful it w ould be i f  he could copy the books, bu t his 

fam ily had absolutely  no m aterials w ith w hich to do that.

O ne day, Lu W enshu w as w alk ing  by a  brook, tending  sheep. C at

ta ils w ere g row ing  a long  the banks o f  the brook, and these suddenly 

inspired him . T he leaves o f  the cattails w ere long and narrow. Perhaps 

he could  use these in place o f  bam boo strips! He harvested  m any cat

tail leaves and cut them  into the sam e size as bam boo strips, then  dried 

these in the sun. W hen they w ere dry, he began to copy out a book, in 

careful neat handw riting. W hen he had the book copied , he gathered 

the leaves into one sheaf, and tied them  together w ith string. H is first 

“cattai 1-leaf book” w as com pleted . L ook ing  a t th is  inven tion  o f  his 

very ow n in his hands, Lu W enshu w as ecstatic: he ow ned a  book!

Lu W enshu becam e even m ore d iligen t in h is stud ies a fte r this. 

H e looked everyw here for books, and copied them  out as a ca tta il-leaf 

version. W hen he set out to  herd sheep, he w ould have a  book in his 

pocket. A s the sheep grazed, he could read at any tim e. T he years w ent 

by, and the ca tta il-leaf books that Lu W em shu had copied filled his en 

tire room  and he becam e a  veritable young  scholar.

D uring the W estern H an Period, the governm ent began to  pay at

tention to and abide by legal precedents. M any o f  the books that Lu 

W enshu had copied out w ere about the law. H e therefore decided to 

use th is learn ing  he had am assed  to  try  and  m ake a  liv ing. H e first

3 0



served as a low -level adm inistrator, as he continued  his study o f  the 

law. Later, any questions in the county to do w ith legal m atters were 

referred to him , and he w as alw ays able to  supply a satisfactory  an

swer. A bove the county level in C hina at the tim e cam e the  level o f  

“ju n ,” o r prefecture. O nce the head o f  the prefecture d iscovered  his 

erudition , he prom oted him  and brought him  to the prefectural seat. 

There, Lu W enshu began studying  w orks o f  history as w ell as law, and
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m any classics. He becam e an adm inistra tor w ho not only w as versed 

in the law but had broad scholarship. In addition, he w as conscientious 

in all he d id, w as honest, and discip lined, and his fam e spread far and 

wide.

Several years later, Lu W enshu’s fam e also  cam e to the attention 

o f  the Em peror. T he E m peror prom oted  him  to  serve in the C entral 

governm ent. From  his ow n personal experience, Lu W enshu felt very 

deeply about the in justices and the inadequacies o f  the p revailing  sys

tem  o f  law. H e subm itted  a petition to  the Em peror H an X uandi, po in t

ing out that the current legal system  w as m ercilessly  severe, that m any 

people w ere put to  death o r had their hands o r feet cut off, that officials 

beat prisoners at w ill and punished in advance o f  the trials, and that, 

under such circum stances, w ho w ou ld n ’t deliver a  false confession? 

He asked for a full revision o f  the legal system . T hese recom m enda

tions m et w ith E m peror Han X uandi’s approval and w ere put into ef

fect, substantially  reducing  the hardships visited on com m on people. 

L u  W enshu la te r served  as head  o f  the  e q u iv a le n t o f  th e  S uprem e 

Court, bu t he never forgot the lessons he had learned from  his “cattail- 

le a f  books.”
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Che Yin Catches Lightning Bugs, 
and Sun Kang Reflects Snowlight

W ithout electricity  in ancien t tim es, people lit oil lam ps w hen it 

becam e too  dark to see. M any could not afford to  buy the oil for such 

lam ps, how ever, and after n igh t fell there  w as little they could do. Two 

people w ho lived during  the D ong Jin  (E astern  Jin) Period (3 1 7 -4 2 0 ) 

found ingenious w ays to  deal w ith th is problem . O ne w as C he Yin, 

and the o ther w as Sun Kang.

A s a  sm all boy, C he Yin w as c lever and loved to  study. H is father 

served under the head o f  the Prefecture, w ho took note o f  the preco

cious C he Yin. O ne day, he said  to  the father, “T h is boy will bring 

glory to you r house one day. You should let him  focus on studying, let 

him  achieve som ething.” C he Y in’s father w ould have liked to do that, 

let his son g row  up as som eone w ith a  future, bu t the fam ily w as poor 

and C he Yin w as forced to w ork for others all day. O nly at n ight could 

he dedicate any tim e to study. S ince there  w as rarely  any m oney for 

lam p oil, C he Yin began to  th ink  about w hat he m ight do for a reading 

light.

O ne su m m er’s evening, as he w as com ing  hom e, he saw  the spar-
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kling light o f  m any little fireflies in the darkness. S truck by a thought, 

he w ondered i f  they m ight not produce enough light fo r him  to read 

by. He caught a few  dozen and put them  in a bag m ade o f  w hite  gauze, 

w hich he then tied overhead in his room . To his delight, he discovered 

that although the light w as not brilliant by any m eans, it w as sufficient 

fo r him  to read  by. From  then  on , he used the n igh t hou rs w e ll, to 

study.

In later days, C he Yin did indeed becom e a fam ous scholar. He 

w as h ighly  respected  by con tem poraries and  served  in a  n u m b er o f  

responsible positions. Today, a m iddle school has been nam ed in his 

hon o r in h is  hom e tow n , to  com m em orate  the  sp irit w ith  w hich  he 

sought to  learn.

Sun K ang lived at roughly the sam e tim e as C he Yin. A s a young 

child, he too loved learning and often felt there w as not enough tim e. 

S ince the fam ily lacked the m oney for lam p oil, how ever, w hen night 

fell there w as no w ay for him  to read. W inters w ere especially  hard, 

since the days w ere short and the nights w ere long. H e w ould m uch 

have preferred to  study than to w aste his tim e in sleeping.

O ne night, he w oke up from  a dream  and saw  a  soft light com ing 

in through the w indow . G etting  up to look out the door, he found that a 

snow  had fallen and the eaves, the ground, the trees, w ere all covered 

in a layer o f  w hiteness. The light that had com e through the  w indow
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had been reflected m oonlight, sh in ing  o ff  the snow. S ince this light re

flected from  the ground cam e all the w ay in through the w indow , Sun 

K ang w ondered i f  it m ight perhaps be enough for him  to read by. He 

ran to get a book and let the reflected light fall on it— sure enough, it 

w as possib le  to  read. To be able to use the snow -light, for free, m ade
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him  deliriously  happy. H e qu ick ly  go t d ressed  and ran  ou t in to  the 

yard, w here he began to  read.

F rom  th is  day  o n , Sun K an g  h o p ed  d a ily  fo r  snow . H e w o u ld  

not have to  w orry about no t hav ing  the m oney fo r oil. W henever it 

snow ed, he bundled up and spent the n ight hours read ing , brav ing  the 

w ind and the cold. M any years later, he too becam e a fam ous and ac 

com plished scholar.
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Zhu Maichen Chops Wood but 
Does Not Forget to Study

A t th e  tim e  o f  th e  E m p e ro r  H an W udi (1 5 7 - 8 7  B C E ), a m an  

nam ed Z hu M aichen lived in Suzhou, Jiangsu. H is fa ther died w hen 

he w as y o u n g  and  left no in h eritan ce . W ith no o th e r su p p o rt, Z hu  

M aichen began to cut w ood in the forests and  sell it for firew ood as a 

w ay to  m ake a living. H is life w as b itterly  difficult.

N evertheless, Z hu  M aichen had the feeling that one day he w ould 

be ab le  to accom plish  g rea t th ings. H e liked to study, and w hen he 

w ent into the m ountains to chop w ood, he w ould alw ays take a book 

along. W hen he took  a  break, he w ould draw  out the  book  and read 

it as a way to relax. W hile carry ing  the w ood back along the road to 

tow n, he w ould recite aloud from  the book that he had read during  the 

day.

A s tim e w ent on , Z hu  M aichen got m arried  and started a fam ily, 

but he still m ade a  living by chopping  w ood and the fam ily w as very 

poor. They often  d id  not have enough to  eat. This bothered the  w ife, 

bu t w hat bothered her even m ore w as that Z hu M aichen did no t give 

up the habit o f  reading. In the eyes o f  all those around, he had becom e 

a very strange m an. W hen he w ent to m arket w ith  his w ood suspended
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from  a p ed d ler’s pole carried on his shoulders, he w ould chant m em o

rized tex ts aloud in a loud voice, tex ts that nobody else could  under

stand. H is w ife w ould  im plore him  not to do this, w hich only m ade 

him  chant the  louder.

O ne day, the tw o  ye t again  argued over th is m atter and the w ife be

cam e angry. W hen they got hom e, she announced that she w as leaving. 

Z hu  M aichen said to  her, “ I am  go ing  to  be asked to serve the court in 

the future, and I ’ll be rich. You have been together w ith m e through all 

these poor years, have a  little m ore patience for a  few  years and I will
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be able to com pensate you  fo r all the hard tim es.” W ith a cold  laugh, 

the w ife replied, “You are already over forty years old. H ow  long am 

I go ing  to have to w ait? By the tim e you are rich and fam ous, I w ill be 

dead, starved to death in that ditch over by the road!” In the end, she 

left him .

Z hu M aichen w as no t d iscouraged after his w ife’s departure. He 

lost none o f  his usual energy. H e sim ply  kept on cu tting  w ood and us

ing w hatever tim e he could find to  read and to w rite. Som e o f  his com 

positions m ade it up to the capital city, w here they w ere noticed and
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highly  regarded.

A  few  years later, Z hu  M aichen’s opportunity  cam e knocking. He 

w as asked to serve as a tem porary  aide to  the local official on his trip 

to the  capital o f  C hang’an (today’s X i’an in Shaanxi), to the W estern 

Han em p ero r’s court. By chance, one o f  his fellow  countrym en w as 

serv ing  as an official in the court and w as in fact one o f  the people 

greatly  favored and trusted by the Em peror. This fellow  countrym an 

pu t Z hu  M aichen  fo rw ard  as som eone the  E m peror shou ld  em ploy. 

T he Em peror H an Wudi had an audience w ith Z hu M aichen and w as 

favorably  im pressed w ith  his scholarship  and his talent. Z hu  M aichen 

w as asked to stay on at the court. A t last, Z hu M aichen w as able to 

m ake use o f  his better qualities, and he w rote som e beautiful com posi

tions as offerings to the Em peror, w ho w as appreciative.

In due course, the Em peror appointed  Z hu M aichen to be the se 

n io r official back in his old hom e tow n, and he sen t him  back in style. 

A ll the local officials and people cam e out to  w elcom e their new  offi

cial. Som e w ere am azed to d iscover that it w as Z hu  M aichen, the very 

fe llow  w ho had once hau led  w ood dow n  the  path  as he recited  the 

classics ou t loud! By th is tim e, Zhu M aichen w as already over fifty, 

and ye t his life’s w ork had really  ju s t begun.
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Su Xun Reforms, and Starts to Study

D uring  the  N orthern  Song P eriod , in S ichuan , a  m an  nam ed  Su 

X un had an innate in telligence and the ability  to out-debate anyone, 

but at the sam e tim e he had no in terest in reading books o r learning 

things. He spent all his tim e roam ing around. He did not change his 

w ays after m arry ing  at the age o f  nineteen.

Su X u n ’s w ife w as one year younger than he was. N am ed Cheng 

Shi, she cam e from  a fine and educated fam ily, fairly  w ell-to-do, while 

Su X u n ’s fam ily  w as ra th e r poor. L ife  a fte r  m arry in g  Su X un w as 

hard, bu t C heng Shi did not m ind this. She w orried as she saw  her hus

band’s idle w ays, but she kept it to herself. She w as a  gentle person by 

nature, and never criticized her husband for his behavior. A t the tim e, Su 

X un’s elder bro ther had already passed the exam  to be a  jin -sh i, and 

a t that point she did say to her husband , “Seeing elder bro ther becom e 

such a respected person certainly does m ake m e feel m ore respected 

too!” Su X un w as in telligent enough to know  w hat she m eant, but he 

w as no t w illing  to change his lifestyle.

Still later, the couple had a  son. A s the son grew  up, since his fa

ther d id  no t like to study, na turally  he did no t encourage his son to
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study  either. C heng  Shi decided  to  becom e the  teacher o f  the ch ild  

herself. She taught him  how  to  read. O ne day, as the son w as feeling 

it w as really  a lot o f  w ork to  study, he asked his m other, “ M am a, why 

should I have to study indoors, w hen Papa can run around outside?” 

C heng Shi sighed and said, “ It will m ake m e very sad i f  you  grow  up 

to  be like you r father.” The c lever child  quickly com forted  his m other 

and responded that he w ould study hard. C heng Shi felt better looking 

a t this child , but w hen she recalled that her husband w as already tw en

ty-seven, and had done nothing in life, she drew  another long sigh.

By ch an ce , Su X un  o v e rh ea rd  th is  co n v ersa tio n , and  w as very  

m oved by it. S ince m arrying, his w ife had never had a w ord o f  com 

p la in t about th e ir  poverty -s trick en  life. O n th e  con trary , due to  her 

abilities there had never been a  m om ent o f  unhappiness. T hinking  this 

over, Su X un felt even m ore asham ed.

T he next day, early, C heng Shi w en t to  teach her son in the study 

as usual, bu t to her am azem ent she found that the room  w as already 

occup ied , indeed by none o ther than  h e r husband . H e w as bustling  

around getting books, papers, brushes in order. Su X un said to her, “O ur 

son is already o f  an age to study. From  now  on , as the father, I am 

go ing  to take over the responsibility  o f  carry ing  out the ch ild ’s educa

tion .” C heng Shi could no t believe th a t h er husband  had  undergone 

such a great transform ation. A lthough she did no t understand w hat was
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behind the  change, she could  see the reso lu tion  on his face and she 

co u ldn ’t help  but feel a  glow  o f  happiness as w ell.

From  th is day on, the voices o f  father and son could  be heard  ev

ery  day issuing from  the study, read ing  books aloud. C heng  Shi busied 

h e rse lf  w ith housew ork , and  she fe lt ex trem ely  fortunate . Later, Su 

Xun and C heng Shi had another son and the study soon rang w ith the 

voices o f  th ree people reading and reciting.
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Su X un and his tw o sons, Su Shi (that is, Su D ongpo) and Su Zhe 

later w ere to excel in the art o f  com position , as w ell as to  be renow ned 

for their erudition. All three, m oreover, passed the im perial exam  that 

allow ed them  to be aw arded w ith the degree called jin -sh i. They be

cam e know n as the “three S u ’s.” E ight nam es are included in the “ Eight 

m asters o f  the Tang and Song dynasties,” prem ier nam es in all o f  an 

cient C hina for their ta len t in w riting prose. A m ong those eigh t nam es, 

th ree are occupied by the three S u ’s.
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Dou Yujun Educates His Five Sons

T he story about Z hao  Pu read ing  the  Analects  has already m en

tioned tw o scholarly  m inisters w ho w ere able to provide Song Taizu 

w ith the correct answ er about w hether o r no t his reign nam e had a l

ready been taken by som eone else. O ne o f  the tw o officials, w ho knew  

that “Q ian De” had already been used, w as nam ed D ou Yi. Song Taizu 

felt that his character, his abilities and know ledge fully qualified him 

to serve as Prim e M inister. U nfortunately, he died at the age o f  slightly 

over fifty and w as not able to take on this responsibility. W hat am azes 

people is that D ou Yi’s four younger brothers w ere also outstanding  

m en, each serv ing  the court in im portant positions. T he accom plish

m ents o f  the five brothers w as no t accidental, bu t ra ther the result o f  

their excellen t education as provided by the ir father, D ou Yujun.

D ou Y ujun’s hom eland  w as in the  reg ion  o f  the Yan m ountains 

(Y anshan), in northw estern  C hina. He is often called  D ou Yanshan as 

a  result. He lived during  the Five D ynasties period (9 0 7 -9 6 0 ), w hen 

the political situation w as extrem ely  tu rbulen t and w arfare w as con

stant. He did not feel that one should abandon a  ch ild ’s education ju s t 

because o f  that. His m ethods w ere strict, and children w ere required to
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do everything on the basis o f  honest and  proper dealings w ith people.

D ou Yujun not only  taught his ch ildren  to behave in th is m anner, 

bu t he h im se lf led by exam ple. H e w as highly  educated and had served 

as sen io r offic ia l in a  num ber o f  capac ities , bu t the m ost im portan t
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th ing  about h im  w as his ph ilanthropic activity. Throughout his life, he 

bestow ed gifts on people w ho needed them , young  people w ho needed 

enough m oney to get m arried, poor people w ho needed m oney to bury 

a relative, and  so  on. Through his m unificence, he supported countless 

num bers o f  people . E ven m ore sign ifican t, he institu ted  tu ition-free 

schools to carry ou t local education. In a vacant part o f  his ow n prop

erty, he bu ilt a  school w ith  several tens o f  classroom s, and collected 

several thousand  books as a  library. He invited v isionary and ethical 

m en to  com e serve as teachers, and helped those students w ho w ere 

too poor to  attend school to finish their education . H is ow n life was 

extrem ely  sim ple and austere. Except for w hat he needed for his ow n 

household  and daily  life, his entire incom e w as spent on help ing o th

ers.

It w as in th is  kind o f  school th a t D ou Yi and  his b ro thers w ere 

educated . T heir fa th e r’s w ords and  behav io r becam e their m ost im 

portant ro le m odel. T heir ethical qualities and the ir scholarship w ere 

so  im pressive that all people looked up to the D ou household as the 

ideal family. A t th is tim e, the country w as ju s t instituting the “ke-ju” 

system  o f  im perial exam inations, w hich selected people on the basis 

o f  exam  results. T he num ber selected every tim e w as very sm all, but 

all five b ro th e rs  no t only  passed  but b ecam e “ p illa rs  o f  the  S ta te .” 

T his w as som eth ing  very seldom  seen in the annals o f  C hinese his-
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tory. A fter en tering  the court, they continued  to adhere to princip les o f  

how  to behave as an upright hum an being, princip les that the ir father 

had instilled in them . The princip les included being honorable, highly 

cu ltivated , and able to  w in the respect o f  both the  E m peror and the 

com m on m an. A fter D ou Yi died, the em peror Song Taizu is know n to 

have said in grief, “ W hy did heaven have to  snatch  D ou Yi from  m y 

side?!” The em peror applauded the character and  ta len ts o f  the  four 

brothers a num ber o f  tim es after that as well.

Dou Yujun lived to be m ore than eighty years old. A poem  w rit

ten  about him  in his later years likened him  to  a b ig  old tree w hose 

branches and leaves w ere still flourishing. H is five sons w ere likened 

to  tw igs o f  the orange osm anthus, w hose fragrance floated to  distant 

regions o f  the country in the breezes.
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Huang Xiang Practices 
Fanning the Pillow

H uang X iang  lived d u rin g  the E astern  H an Period in C h ina  (25 

-2 2 0 ) . H is hom e w as in w hat is now  A nlu  C ity  in H ubei P rovince,
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w here his father served as a m inor official. T he fam ily w as not w ell- 

to-do. H uang X iang grew  up a  precocious child  w ho early  on helped 

his paren ts w ith chores as a  natural and voluntary th ing  to do. It not 

only  en ligh tened  the ir load bu t m ade him happy as w ell.

O ne cold  w in te r’s night, w hen H uang X iang w as reading, he real

ized that his feet w ere so very cold that his parents m ust be cold and 

tired  as w ell. A fter w orking hard all day, how  could they possibly get 

a good n igh ts’ s leep  in a freezing-cold  bed. Back in those days, the 

houses o f  norm al people did not have any heating  apparatus. H uang 

X iang  quietly  sto le into his paren ts’ room  and craw led into their bed, 

in order to w arm  it w ith his body. Then he asked his parents to sleep 

w ell. A t first, they found it strange that their bed should be so nicely 

w arm , and then w ere highly  m oved w hen they realized they realized 

the thoughtfulness o f  the ir son.

The countryside in H uang X iang’s hom eland is very hot and hu

m id in the sum m er, and m osquitos, flies and all kinds o f  little insects 

m ake it hard to sleep. H uang X iang’s parents used to try to fan them 

selves as they w ent to bed, but this only m ade them  toss and turn  all 

the m ore. H uang X iang  again  took action. W hen everyone w as still 

ou t in the yard, try ing  to stay cool, he w ent to the ho t bedroom  and 

fanned the p illow  and the bedding like m ad, try ing  to cool it off. He 

also drove all o f  the m osquitos ou t o f  the m osquito  net so that w hen
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his parents cam e to bed they could sleep peacefully. Seeing  the ir son 

covered w ith sw eat, try ing  to m ake them  cool, m ade his paren ts love 

him all the m ore.

W hen H uang X iang  w as nine years o ld, his m o ther took  to  bed 

w ith  a  grave illness. L ittle H uang X iang attended her day and night, 

do ing  all he could to m ake her com fortable. W hen she died, he w as 

inconsolable. A fter his m o ther’s death , as there  w ere no servants to do 

the chores, he took on all the tasks that his m other had done in order 

to ensure that his fa ther w ould not becom e ill as w ell from  all the extra 

work.

Even in the course o f  looking after his father, H uang X iang  did not 

neglect his studies. He read broadly and by the age o f  tw elve had not 

only  read m any books but com posed a num ber o f  p ieces o f  prose that 

could  be said to  have real substance. Everyone w ho knew  him  or had 

heard  about him  said that he w as an extrem ely  filial and also studious 

child. W hen the local m agistrate heard about him , he asked to  m eet 

him  and w as highly  im pressed.

The em peror at that tim e w as H an Zhangdi. This em peror greatly  

supported  people w ith talent, and w hen he heard  about H uang Xiang, 

fo r his fam e had spread, he asked H uang X iang to  com e to the cap i

tal city  o f  A nyang for an audience w ith him . H aving ascertained his 

talents and his general com portm ent, he asked him  to stay in the city



and serve at his side as an official. He also  perm itted him to use the 

im peria l lib rary  fo r his s tud ies. H uang  X iang  in d u striously  stud ied  

all kinds o f  classics and  his erudition becam e even m ore outstanding. 

A fter a  w hile, how ever, he began to  m iss his father, back in the distant 

hom eland. H an Zhangdi allow ed him  to return hom e to  see how  things 

w ere, but soon asked him to  return to the capital. A t their next m eet

ing, the em peror introduced him to people he had assem bled by say

ing, “T his is the incom parable H uang X iang, unique under heaven.” 

Everyone then regarded him  w ith great respect.
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A fter H uang X iang served in a position that w as equivalen t in an 

cient days to Prim e M inister, he treated  public affairs w ith  the sam e 

d ilig e n c e  th a t he had  a tten d ed  h is p a ren ts . H e w as co n sc ie n tio u s , 

careful, and cared about the w ellbeing  o f  the people. H is son, H uang 

qiong, later also  ascended to high position and w as sim ilarly  honest 

and upright, w ith the result that his nam e too  spread throughou t the 

land.
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Kong Rong Offers 
the Best Pears to Others

K ong R ong lived during the latter part o f  the Eastern H an, in Q ufu 

City in w hat is now  the province o f  Shandong. He w as bom  into the 

m ost illustrious o f  all scholarly  fam ilies in C hina, nam ely  the K ong 

fam ily. He w as the tw enty-second genera tion  o f  K ong  descendants, 

after C onfucius. K ong R ong becam e fam ous fo r his literary ach ieve

m ents and scholarship , but the th ing  m ost people rem em ber him  for 

today relates to  ta les o f  his childhood.

H e w as s ix th  a m o n g  se v e n  b ro th e rs , w ith  f iv e  o ld e r  an d  one  

younger, all o f  w hom  got a long  extrem ely  w ell. O ne tim e, the fam ily 

w as given som e pears and the m other o f  the children  w anted them  all 

to share them . The children gazed at the pears, m ouths w atering, and 

noticed that som e w ere larger and som e w ere sm aller. K ong R ong w as 

four years old at the tim e. H is m other asked the tw o youngest boys to 

choose first. K ong R ong chose the sm allest o f  the pears and allow ed 

both his o lder brothers and his younger bro ther to take the b igger ones.

Ju s t th en , h is fa th e r  h ap p en ed  to  p ass  by  and  n o ticed  th is . He 

asked, “ You w ere allow ed to go first, so w hy did you  choose the sm all

est?” K ong R ong answ ered, “ I ’m younger, so I shou ld n ’t have a larger
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pear.” H is father pointed out that his little bro ther w as even younger, 

so  K ong R ong then said, “ He is L ittle Brother, I am  O lder B rother to 

him , so naturally  1 need to  look after h im !”

The father w as quite pleased w ith this but he continued to  question 

his son. “ Such delicious pears, and everyone w ants a few  m ore bites, 

d o n ’t you  feel the  sam e w ay ?” K ong R ong responded , “ We are  all 

brothers, and d o n ’t distinguish  betw een w h at’s yours and w h at’s m ine. 

W hen m y brothers are happy, that m eans I ’m happy too .” H earing all 

o f  this, the brothers all allow ed others better pears as w ell and offered
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up the best pears to the ir m other and father.

W hen K ong R ong w as ten  years old, he accom pan ied  his father 

to  the  cap ita l c ity  o f  L u o y an g  to  pay  a  fo rm al ca ll on  the  fam ous 

personage Li Ying. K ong R ong  go t to the doo r first, and the  guard  

there w ould not announce him , since he w as ju s t a child. K ong R ong 

declared , “ I have a very close relationship  w ith  M r. L i’s fam ily,”  so 

the guard had no choice bu t to let him  in. Li Y ing d id  no t recognize 

K ong R ong, how ever, and instead  ask ed , “ P lease  let m e know , did 

you r father o r g randfather have som e connection to m e?” K ong R ong 

replied, “ M y ancestor w as C onfucius, and Sir, you r ancestor w as Lao- 

zi (w hose original nam e w as Li Er). C onfucius regarded Lao-zi as his 

teacher. That w as the relationship , so  our fam ilies have had  a connec

tion  through m any generations.”  T hose sitting  nearby laughed at th is, 

and Li Y ing h im se lf w as also  p leased w ith the explanation. H e treated 

little K ong R ong as an honored guest. W hen K ong R ong’s father ar

rived, Li Ying boasted that the child  w ould certain ly  be a great m an in 

the future.

Indeed, w hen he grew  up, K ong R ong becam e “one in a genera

tion” in the fields o f  literature and the R u-school o f  philosophy.
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Lao-zi Goes over the Pass

Lao-zi w as no t only a  very great philosopher and th inker in ancient 

C h ina, bu t he founded  the  school o f  ph ilo sophy  know n as D aoism . 

The influence o f  his th ink ing  has been  perpetuated  fo r thousands o f  

years w ithin C hina and has also  been transm itted  to m any places ou t

side C hina. There is one particularly  m arvelous legend about his life 

and his m asterpiece, the  D ao D e J in g .

A ccord ing  to historical records, the  actual nam e o f  Lao-zi w as Li 

Er, although he w as also called Lao Dan. Everyone used the respect

ful form  o f  address in calling  him  Lao-zi. L ike K ong-zi (C onfucius), 

he lived at the tim e o f  the  Spring and  A utum n Period. He served for 

a long period under the  K ing o f  C hou, as the official in charge o f  re

cords, and  he w as very fam iliar w ith  the form er system  o f  rites and 

rituals. C onfucius specifically  visited him  to ask his advice on these 

m atters. In  addition  to in troducing the ritual system  to C onfucius, Lao- 

zi also described m any princip les o f  how  to “be a person ,” that is, how 

properly to com port o n ese lf  and  handle one’s dealings w ith o thers, and 

how  to m anage affairs. A fter parting , C onfucius said to one o f  his stu 

dents, “ It is hard  for us to fu lly  understand the dragon, w ho rides the
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w inds and the clouds, and Lao-zi is ju s t as high and abstruse!”

In his later years, seeing  that the C hou dynasty  w as likely to col

lapse any day, that w ars am ong the princes w ere occurring  w ith ever 

g reater frequency, Lao-zi decided to  take h im se lf o ff  to a rem ote, iso

lated place to live as a herm it. H e resigned his position and, rid ing  on 

a  black w ater buffalo, he left the capital city  o f  L uoyang and headed 

west. He planned to get to the Q in S tate on the w estern  frontier.

O n the day in question, he arrived at a pass called  “H angu Pass.” 

There he drew  the attention o f  the m an guarding the pass, since Lao- 

z i’s appearance and m anner w ere  ra ther special. The guard, Yin Xi, 

w as a m an o f  great learning, and he particularly  liked to  learn about 

th ings that seem ed very m ysterious back then. He began ta lk ing  w ith 

Lao-zi and soon found out that th is w as the Lao-zi o f  ultim ate fame 

that everyone had heard about. He knew  that Lao-zi intended to  m ove 

to  distant regions, w hich he thought m ost unfortunate, so he tried to 

persuade Lao-zi to stay right there. Lao-zi w as determ ined to go. Yin 

Xi then said, “ I can see that you  are going to leave, and I cannot force 

you  to  stay, but before you  go w ould you  honor m y one request. Stay 

here for ju s t a  short tim e and w rite dow n the m ain aspects o f  you r ph i

losophy, and leave them  behind fo r m e.” U nable to  stop Yin Xi from 

asking this m ost earnestly, over and over again , Lao-zi decided to stop 

there  fo r a  few  days and w rite for a while.
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H e though t th ings over and  then , in sim ple and  d irec t language, 

w rote dow n his ow n w ay o f  th ink ing  and his philosophy. In a  short 

tim e, w hat he had w ritten  to taled  m ore than 5,000 w ords, and w as d i

vided into tw o parts, first and second. The first sen tence o f  the first part 

talked about “D ao,” w hile the first sentence o f  the second part talked 

about “ D e.” Later, th is  book  therefore cam e to be called  the  D ao D e  

Jing , o r the C lassic  o f  D ao  a n d  De, the Way a n d  the  Virtue. It som e

tim es is also  called  Lao-zi. In th is book, Lao-zi explores the com plex 

relationships am ong  all phenom ena, from  the universe itself, to affairs 

am ong  hum an beings, although m uch o f  the language is abstruse and 

not easy to understand.

Once Lao-zi had w ritten this book, he got back on his w ater buffalo 

and left H an G u Pass, headed on to  the  w est. N obody  know s w here 

he w ent afte r that. T here are m any conjectures as to w hat happened 

to  him , and som e folktales even say that he turned into a  kind o f  lofty 

spirit.
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Tales from  C h in a 's  C lassic  E ssen tia l R ead in g s

Zhuang-zi Escapes the Troubled World

T h e  o rig in a l n am e  o f  Z h u a n g -z i (3 6 9 -2 8 6  B C E ) w as Z h u a n g  

Zhou. He lived during  the W arring S tates Period and w as a key person 

in the school o f  philosophy know n as D aoism . He is often pu t together 

w ith Lao-zi; the tw o are often referred  to  as Lao-Z huang. H e enjoyed 

the free and unfettered life o f  a  herm it and he enjoyed satiriz ing  things 

and people. T he w orks o f  Z huang-zi and  his students and follow ers 

w ere edited  in to  a volum e know n as Z huang-zi, w hich con ta ins no t 

only rich philosophy but is w ritten  in a  beautifully  literary style. It tells 

m any stories relating to Z huang-zi that also  have a hum orous touch  to 

them .

O ne day, w hen Zhuang-zi w as sitting  by a  river fishing, tw o of

ficials that had been sent by the K ing  o f  the S tate o f  C hu to  find him 

inform ed him  that they  w ere o rdered  to  bring  him  back  to  serve  as 

an official in the court. They said very politely, “O ur K ing  has a  very 

high regard fo r you and w ants to  authorize you  to  m anage affairs o f  

State, he hopes to burden you w ith this task !” Z huang-zi kept on fish

ing, w ithout even g lancing  at the officials. H e said, “ I ’ve heard  that the 

S tate o f  C hu has a  sacred to rto ise  that has been dead three thousand
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years. The K ing  has w rapped him  up in silks and put him  into a  box 

m ade o f  bam boo, w hich he keeps in a p lace for special rituals. N ow  

tell m e, do you  th ink  that th is torto ise w ould ra ther be dead and in a 

p lace w here people have high regard  fo r him , o r w ould he ra ther be 

alive and  dragging his tail in the m ud?”

T he tw o officials answ ered, “He w ould  rather be dragging his tail 

in the  m ud.”

“Then you  tw o run along!” said Z huang-zi. “ I too w ould rather be 

d ragging  m y tail in the m ud.” A nd he kept on fishing, w ithout any fur

ther discussion.
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Zhuang-zi had an old friend nam ed H ui-zi. The tw o had different 

view s on th ings, so often had argum ents. For a period o f  tim e, Hui- 

zi w as selected by the K ing o f  the state o f  L iang to  be Prim e M inister 

and  to  be in charge o f  affa irs  o f  S tate . F ind ing  th is o u t, Z huang-zi 

w ent over to see him  in the state o f  L iang. For w hatever reason, som e
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people began to cast aspersions on Zhuang-zi in the presence o f  Hui-zi, 

saying that Zhuang-zi was com ing to visit in order to usurp Hui-zi’s posi

tion. Since Hui-zi was afraid o f  losing this position, he actually believed 

the rum ors and he ordered his troops to find Zhuang-zi and arrest him. 

They searched for three days and three nights, unsuccessfully. In fact, 

Zhuang-zi w as still on the road. He had heard about the planned arrest but 

not changed his course at all, he sim ply kept heading towards the capital 

o f  Liang.

W hen the tw o m et, Z huang-zi said to  H ui-zi, “A re y o u  fam iliar 

w ith the bird in the south that is called the yuan chu? It flies from  the 

southern  oceans to  the northern seas, and it only stops to rest i f  it finds 

a buttonw ood tree. It only eats if  it finds the fruit o f  bam boo, and it 

only  drinks from  clear springs. O nce it w as flying over a particu lar 

place w here an owl had found a rotten, dead m ouse. Seeing  the yuan 

chu fly overhead, the owl w as afraid it m ight com e dow n and try to 

snatch its rotten m ouse. So it raised  its head and m ade very unpleasant 

noises at the yuan chu. Is it because o f  your state o f  L iang that you  are 

now  m aking sim ilar noises at m e?”

Hui-zi w as m ortified. He realized he had m isunderstood Z huang- 

z i’s intent. The tw o m en restored their friendship and Zhuang-zi soon 

returned to his w oods, to continue his life as a herm it.

9 1



T ales from  C h in a 's  C lassic  E sse n tia l R ead in g s

S i L :
ying bo  sui n6 n g  ydng  shT

£  Л  £  , № I»  i t  :

ml qT sui n tn g  fu ql

Ш  - t  $  , №  ®  Ш  =

Ы yTng w u r6n  ch e n g  ql

®  ®  I S  , X  S  W  ;

6r ydu xu6 d a n g  x ldo  zhT

^  t i  ^  , Ha &  2 .  „

№ 1 8  ( 4 2 0 - 5 8 9 )  Й Ф И Ш * ± № - @ - Е Я ^ $ ! № В Т

s t s a u m

т ^ Ш И Ш )  < Й 1 5 >  S ^ E ^ - f b A S o  + - & M ,  Ш

№ # g i J S ) ^ S T $ ,  в ^ ±



0  « = **£» «С*
T ales from th eT h re e  C h a ra c te r  C lassic

^ т ш ж т Ш о  , ш ш ± ш

0 ^ ± e i 5 ,  ^ й й е е ^ ,  t e

т м ш т ғ ,  а ш А т ш т ^

S tJ E o

9 3



from  C h in a 's  C la s s ic  E sse n tia l R e ad in g s

з ш ь ж о  { т т т ж щ ъ ж ,  ш & ш ' ш т т - х т ,  

т ш и т т ^ т ,  ш \ > и в ^ ш ш ± о  ”

& 3 z ,  < I ^ 4 S >  Ю № ,

^ ^ {П й 5 ^ № 1 1 Ш й о  т ^ М Ж $ -Ж Ш 1 5 $ К Й , ± i*

№ Ш $ у т , * ж й № № » 1 т е $ ' ] 0 #

<Й45> S fS ,  т ^ 1 § * 7 Ж Ж № й -П 1 $ №

р , » т ^ т т ш & ш т , а е ш 1 » Ж 1 ® $ ,

^ В В № г В е :ҒГЯ7й:ДШ <®15> , S W i l ' iS - 7 7 =  ^  

P ip 5 № ll^ {n g ^ S $ W $ ll№ * lg i# m , R W S № S $ :№ ii 

$ f « ,  х Г Ғ 7 ,

Ш 1Ж 1э№ Ш .% & -3!сШ  (  3 8 6 — 5 3 4  ) t e s —

Ю *Я А Й ^ 53г% Ж 7№ =  Ш

ш а й ^ Ш Ф ж ,

^ ж г ш х ж ^ о  # j c e *

“№ й ± Й В 4 т , 'ЙЩ йОЖ ^^^айЯМ Ж ЙНЕ^кйЕЖ  

$Ю (|'7Ю Ж , Ш Й Й Ж Й Л Й ^ Л Й Х Й В Л ;, 

Ш 1 ^ Й # Й 7 7 № ?  ”

t a S S S I S e t o » « i T n « 7 W , № М

И 1Й ^1Я Й Ш & № 778Ж $9А (П ® «:=



« = **2» ti t*
T ales from  th e  T h ree  C h a ra c te r  C lassic

Eight-year-old Zu Ying Recites Poetry 
in the Northern Dynasties

T he N orthern  and  Sou thern  D ynasties period  in C h in a ’s h istory  

lasted from  420 to  589, and w as characterized by fragm ented political 

power. T he level o f  culture in the South w as regarded as h igher than 

that in the N orth. The N orthern  D ynasties had been set up by nom adic 

tr ib e s  a n d , a t th e  o u tse t, had  a low er s tan d a rd  o f  c u ltu re  th a t w as 

therefore often rid iculed by the South. It w as ju s t at th is tim e that the 

N orthern  D ynasties produced a person o f  trem endous learning, fam ed 

fo r his gen ius even as a  child.

A s a sm all boy, Z u  Y ing learned to  read  and  soon m astered  the 

classics; by the age o f  eight, he could recite by heart such w orks as 

The B ook o f  Songs (Shi J ing )  and the Shang  Shu. A t the age o f  tw elve, 

he entered a  school adm inistered by the S tate and began to study in 

earnest. He particularly  loved to read, and w ould insist on reading into 

the night. H is paren ts w orried  that he w ould get sick  from  so  m uch 

reading, so they forbad him  to  read at night. Z u  Y ing w ould secretly  

store aw ay a  lantern and w ould chase aw ay the servant appointed to 

keep w atch; once his parents w ere asleep, he  w ould light the lantern 

and start to  read. He used his c lo thes to  cover up the w indow s and hide
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the light.

His love o f  learning spread far and w ide and he began to be re 

garded as a  child  genius. He particularly  liked to w rite com positions. 

The teacher w ould alw ays exclaim  upon read ing  one, “T his ch ild  truly 

has a rare outstanding  talent. T his student has a bright future ahead o f  

h im .”

O ne day, a teacher w as ask ing  students to  explain their view s o f  

the Shang  Shu  to him . Students all arrived prom ptly  a t the study hall. 

Z u  Ying had been reading all n ight long, until day broke, and he had to 

grab his m anuscrip t and rush to  m ake it on tim e. O nce he go t to  class, 

he realized that he had brought the w rong paper, instead bringing the 

m anuscrip t o f  a friend from  a to tally  d ifferen t class. T his particu lar 

p rofessor w as very severe, so Z u  Ying did no t dare return hom e to find 

his ow n m anuscript. W hen his turn cam e, he pretended to read from
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the docum ent in front o f  him , but in fact sim ply com posed the speech 

o f f  the top  o f  his head. He w as able correctly  to recite m any chapters 

o f  the Shang  Sh u  from  m em ory, w ithout leaving out so  m uch as one 

w ord. P rofessor and students had no idea he had brought the w rong 

m an u sc rip t, bu t the  friend  found  ou t and  in fo rm ed  ev ery o n e , a fte r 

w hich the entire school congratulated  him.

The Em peror in the N orth at the tim e w as X iao Wendi o f  the N orth

ern Wei (386-534). He w as an outstanding politician from a non-C hi

nese tribe, w ho encouraged his people to study the culture o f  the Han 

people (C hinese). He heard about Z u  Y ing’s m arvelous prow ess, and 

called him in for an audience, asking him to  recite classics o f  the Ru 

school o f  philosophy (C onfucianism ), as well as to  explain w hat they 

m eant. Z u  Ying perform ed well and the Em peror w as pleased. W hen he 

had gone out. Em peror X iao Wendi turned to a senior official near him 

and said, “ I ’ve heard that the great sage em perors o f  antiquity, Yao and 

Shun, sent the evil m in ister G ong G ong into exile in the north back in 

ancient tim es. This person m ust be G ong G ong’s descendant, otherw ise 

how  could such a talent as Zu Ying happen to  be here?”

Zu Y ing w as asked by the Em peror to serve as an official and w ent 

on to serve in m any responsible posts. His extensive know ledge and 

h is o u ts tan d in g  cu ltu ra l a tta in m en ts  w ere  frequen tly  lauded  by the 

people.
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Cai Wenji Differentiates among the 
Strings of the Qin, 

and Xie Daoyun Extols the Snow

In an c ien t C h ina , w om en  m ostly  d evo ted  th em se lv es  to  h o u se 

w ork. O pportunities for cultural o r artistic education w ere extrem ely 

few. D espite this, som e outstanding  w om en o f  high cultural and artistic 

attainm ent did appear from  tim e to tim e. Cai W enji and X ie D aoyun 

w ere tw o o f  them .

Cai W enji lived in the latter years o f  the Eastern H an D ynasty. H er 

father, Cai Yong, w as a fam ous m an o f  letters a t the tim e, as w ell as a 

calligrapher and a  m usician. U nder his nurturing  influence, Cai W enji 

learned to love both literature and m usic from  an early  age, and d is

played a  natural aptitude for them . W hen she w as six  years o ld, one 

day Cai Yong w as outdoors p laying the qin w hile she w as in her ow n 

room , listening. A fter listening a  w hile, she heard a sudden surge o f  

anxious em otion in the m usic and she ran outdoors to see w hat w as 

go ing  on. It turned out Cai Yong had been playing w hen he saw  a  cat 

stalk ing a  m ouse in the courtyard. The chasing and the pouncing had 

absorbed his attention and unw ittingly been transm itted  to the m usic.
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Cai Yong discovered that h is  daughter had m usical abilities and he 

began to  test her. O nce, he unintentionally  broke a  string, so he asked 

his daughter, w ho w as next door, w hich string it had been. W hen she 

answ ered  correctly , he tested  h er fu rther and th is  tim e in ten tionally  

broke a string, and still she knew  w hich one it had been. Cai Yong w as 

glad because he felt that now  his ow n m usical art could be transm itted 

on dow n through his daughter.

A fter Cai Y ong died, Cai W enji w andered up to  the northern area 

o f  the Hun w here she spent a  long and apparently  tragic life. C ao Cao 

later helped her return to the central plains, w here she organized her 

fa th er’s papers and his library. She also  w ent on to  com pose a  num ber 

o f  literary and m usical creations.

X ie D aoyun w as a  fem ale poet during  the tim e o f  the Eastern Jin 

D ynasty. From  childhood, she w as precocious and loved disputation. 

H er uncle X ie A n served on high as Prim e M inister, and after talk ing 

to her he confirm ed that she had a superior poet’s level o f  sophistica

tion. T he X ie w ere a m ajor clan; one day it snow ed hard all day and 

n ight and X ie A n gathered  together all the young  people in th is clan. 

He asked them , “H ow  w ould  you  describe th is snow ? W hat m etaphor 

w ould  y o u  use?”  O ne boy  an sw ered , “ I t’s as th o u g h  sa lt had  been 

sprinkled  throughout the sky.” X ie D aoyun felt that w as inappropriate. 

“Snow flakes are light and floating,”  she  pointed out. “G rains o f  salt
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are heavy. I see th is snow  as soft w illow  catk ins floating th rough  the 

air.” T his analogy delighted X ie A n, and the story has com e dow n in 

history in the w ay that people now  describe an outstanding  fem ale lit

erary ta len t as one w ho has the ta len t to  appreciate catkins.

X ie D aoyun m arried  one o f  the  sons o f  the fam ous ca llig rapher 

W ang Xizhi w hen she grew  up. H er husband w as som ew hat m ediocre, 

but the custom  at the tim e w as for w ives to stay in the background, out 

o f  sight, w hen guests cam e for a visit. S till, she jo in ed  in the d iscus

sion from tim e to tim e and guests w ere alw ays am azed at her know l

edge and verbal abilities.

In her later years, X ie D aoyun’s husband died in the m idst o f  w ar

fare and turm oil and she h e rse lf  m oved to ano ther place to  live. The 

local people in that p lace, including the local officials, alw ays asked 

for her advice on various issues and accorded her the respect o f  a  great 

teacher.
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Child Prodigy Liu Yan

The Tang dynasty  (6 1 8 -9 0 7 )  w as the  m ost pow erfu l in C h in a ’s 

history. It reached its height in a num ber o f  d ifferent aspects during 

the reign o f  Em peror Tang X uanzong. O ne year, in order to express 

appreciation  and to ask H eaven to continue to protect im perial Tang, 

Tang X uanzong w ent over to Taishan (M ount Tai) to conduct offering 

cerem onies and rituals.

A fter the rituals w ere  com pleted , the E m peror held  an audience 

w ith  the local officials and fam ous people. A  young  boy cam e up at 

that tim e and declared that he w ished to  dedicate a com position he had 

w ritten to the Em peror. Tang X uanzong heard that th is child w as only 

seven years old and, curious, he asked the boy to read the com posi

tion to him  in person. T his child  w as called  Liu Yan, and he had long 

been recognized in the region as a kind o f  child  prodigy. He w as not 

at all afraid in the presence o f  the Em peror but read out his com posi

tion in a loud voice, ex to lling  the offerings and rituals. For his age, the 

com position  w as no t too bad. Tang X uanzong then asked him  various 

questions and Liu Yan answ ered them  fluently. Tang X uanzong then 

bestow ed an official rank upon the child , and ordered him to com pare
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and copy out the books 

in the court library. For 

a seven -year-o ld  to  be 

m ade an official by the 

g o v ern m en t w as new s 

t h a t  s o o n  t r a v e l l e d  

throughout the land and 

m any people w anted  to 

m eet th is prodigy. Due 

to his age, the usual o f

fic ia l’s robes w ould not fit L iu Yan, so special ones w ere m ade for him  

so  that he could carry ou t his duties.

Little L iu Yan often accom panied the Em peror, w ho looked upon 

him  as still a child  and w ho w ould m ake jo k es  about various things, 

th ink ing  that th is w ould am use him . Instead, Liu Yan alw ays took the 

subject very seriously  and found a  w ay to turn the conversation into 

som eth ing  o f  substance. A s a  result, Tang X uanzong no longer dared 

to  treat the boy as m erely a child.

A fte r g e ttin g  o lder, L iu  Yan began  to  a ssum e offic ia l positions 

that put him  in charge o f  both regional and central governm ental a f

fairs. H e accum ulated  a  w ealth  o f  experience, especially  in term s o f  

econom ic m anagem ent w here his ou tstanding  talents w ere pu t to  best
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use. W hen Tang X uanzong’s son becam e Em peror, Tang Suzong, Liu 

Yan w as sent to  the capital city  o f  C hang’an to be in charge o f  the en 

tire financial affairs o f  the Tang em pire. T he Tang D ynasty had been 

through m any years o f  w arfare a t the tim e and its finances w ere in bad 

shape, but L iu Yan adopted a  series o f  reform  m easures that w ere ef

fective, allow ing the Tang dynasty  to restore  grow th and gradually  fill 

the State treasury again.

M anaging the finances o f  such a  huge em pire  w as an enorm ous 

task. A s an outstanding  m anager o f  financial affairs, L iu  Y an’s stan

dard  fo r choosing  depu ties w as h ighly  astu te . T hey had  to be in te l

ligent and capable , but also  faithful in the d ischarge o f  the ir duties, 

as well as honest. A s a  result, the enorm ous econom ic system  that he 

adm inistered w as able to  operate sm oothly.

In the  en d , how ever, an em p e ro r assu m ed  th e  th ro n e  w h o  w as 

cruel and  op in ionated  and w ho w as taken  in by slanderous rum ors. 

He thought that Liu Yan had com m itted  certa in  crim es and  so he had 

him  pu t to  death . W hen the g o v ern m en t sen t p eo p le  to  in v estig a te  

the  s itua tion  at h is h o useho ld , th ey  found th a t in stead  o f  am assin g  

w ealth  he lived an extrem ely  sim ple life. H is household  possessions 

included tw o boxes o f  books and an insignificant am ount o f  grain. For 

an outstanding  financial w izard and an uprigh t official to  d ie in such a 

w rongful w ay has alw ays been though t o f  as highly  regrettable.
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T ales from  th eT h re e  C h a ra c te r  C lassic

Fu Xi Invents the "Ba Gua"

A ccord ing  to m yths and legends, Fu Xi w as a  m onarch in ancient 

tim es. It is said that his m other w ent ou t w alk ing  one day and saw  an 

enorm ous footprint. C urious, she pu t her foot in th is footprin t and the 

result w as that she becam e pregnant. She bore a  son, w ho w as Fu Xi. 

It turned out th is footprin t had been left by a god w ho Fu Xi grew  up 

to resem ble: he had the head o f  a  m an and the snake o f  a  body, and he 

had ex traord inary  godlike strength.

Fu Xi and NU Wa are considered the gods o f  m arriage and also  the 

p rogenitors o f  all m ankind. Legend has it that the tw o w ere bro ther 

and  sister, and th a t they  w ere  ou t hau ling  fish from  a lake one day 

w hen a huge w hite to rto ise  sw am  by and said, “ In one hundred days, 

there is going to  be a  m ajor disaster. I am  here to save you. P lease send 

m e a  fish every  day fo r the nex t hundred days.” The tw o accordingly 

gave the torto ise a  fish every day and, one hundred days later, the skies 

and earth  d id  indeed turn  upside dow n and a trem endous flood cam e 

over the land. Fu Xi and  his little sister w ere rescued by the tortoise 

and  avo id ed  d isaster. W hen the  flood  w a te rs  receded , no b o d y  else  

existed on earth  bu t the tw o o f  them . A s a  result, the tw o, as accord-
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ing to the w ill o f  heaven, jo in ed  in union and the resu lt w as the fertile 

increase in hum an kind. T hey becam e the start o f  hum an beings. Later, 

people carved im ages o f  Fu Xi and N u Wa into their ancesto rs’ graves 

and tem ples that w ere built to m em orialize the ir ancestors. T hey hoped 

that the tw o w ould protect and help  m ultiply their ow n descendants.

It is said that Fu Xi invented a  num ber o f  th ings that advanced hu 

m an culture, such as fish ing nets and also  Ba Gua.

1 1 6



0
«=  * £ »  ***

T ales  from  th eT h re e  C h a ra c te r  C lassic

In the m ost ancien t tim es, people used their hands to catch  fish. 

O ne day, Fu Xi saw  how  spiders use the spiderw eb to catch insects and 

this gave him  the idea o f  using  a  sim ilar net to catch fish. He m ade the 

first one ou t o f  ropes. A fter this invention, people could catch  m any 

m ore fish and began to have enough to eat.

The Ba G ua w as Fu X i’s m ost im portant invention. It w as used to 

foretell the future in ancien t tim es in C hina. It is said that since Fu Xi 

w as an eth ical and upstand ing  m onarch, heaven sen t him  a “dragon 

h o rse” w hich  appeared  in the  Y ellow  River. T h is d ragon  horse  had 

m ysterious patterns on its back. Fu Xi exam ined these carefully  and 

inven ted  the  system  o f  B a G ua sym bols as a  result. They could  be 

used to sym bolize heaven, earth, water, fire, thunder, w ind, m ountains, 

m arshes, and all the m any natural phenom ena in the w orld. Through 

com bin ing  the basic B a G ua sym bols, one could cover all the m ulti

tude o f  th ings in the un iverse and thereby foretell w hat w as going to 

happen, both the future developm ent o f  and the changes in all things. 

Eventually, the B a G ua (E ight G ua) evolved into S ixty-four G ua, and 

in the end they form ed the basis o f  The B ook o f  C hanges, the Ti Jing , 

an im portant classic in ancien t C hinese philosophy.

O ther legends say that a fter Fu Xi d ied  he becam e the heavenly 

king o f  the East, responsible for governing all o f  the E ast’s heavens, as 

well as its springtim e.
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The Legend of Shen Nong, 
the God of Agriculture

C hinese call them selves the grandsons o f  Yan H uang. Yan refers 

to Yan Di, o r E m peror Yan. H uang refers to  H uang Di, o r Em peror 

H uang. Each o f  these tw o w as the head o f  a pow erful tribe in ancient 

tim es. Yan Di is also know n as Shen N ong, w hich m eans literally “the 

god o f  agricu lture ." Legend has it that he invented the practice o f  ag

riculture and  also pharm acology, and thereby becam e the god o f  agri

cu lture  as w ell as the god o f  m edicine.

It is said th a t the m other o f  Shen N ong  w as the  concub ine  o f  a 

King. Influenced by “ response received from  a  L oong,” she becam e 

pregnant and bore a  child. It had the head o f  a  w ater buffalo and the 

body o f  a m an, and th is child  later becam e Yan Di Shen N ong. W hen 

Shen N ong  w as bom , nine w ells spontaneously  appeared on the earth, 

the w aters o f  w hich w ere all interconnected. The w ater buffalo and the 

om en o f  the springs foretold that this child w ould be bringing the tech 

nology o f  agriculture to m ankind.

People in the earliest tim es ate th ings raw, such as all p lants and 

anim als, and  as a result they often fell sick. Shen N ong looked over 

th is situation and began to ask the heavens to  im prove peop le’s lives.

1 2 1



Tales from  C h in a 's  C la ss ic  E ssen tia l R ea d in g s

T he gods o f  the heavens w ere m oved by this, and they sen t dow n a 

rain o f  five grains (m any grains), by so doing g iv ing  seeds o f  all the 

various grains to hum ans. Shen N ong co llected  these and planted  them 

in different and appropriate places. In order to  sow  and also to  reap the 

grain, he then invented m etallurgy. H e created axes, and used the axes 

to fell trees; he m anufactured  all kinds o f  agricultural tools. U nder his 

gu idance, people gradually  tu rned  w astelands in to  fertile  fields, and 

step by step  m astered technologies for agricultural production.

It is said that Shen N ong had a  close tie to  the gods. I f  he asked the 

heavens fo r rain , then it rained. I f  he asked for a c lear day, it w as clear. 

U nder his adm inistration , harvests w ere abundant on C h ina’s vast land 

and m ankind had enough to eat. They no longer had to  go hungry. As 

a result, Shen N ong  becam e the  god o f  ag ricu lture  and , to th is day, 

people in C hina pay hom age to Yan Di Shen N ong by sending  him  o f

ferings.

Back then, m ankind also  suffered from  all kinds o f  illnesses, and 

people died prem ature and grievous deaths due to getting  sick. Shen 

N ong  decided  that he w ould  find  m ethods to  trea t peop le  and save 

them . He took the risk o f  try in g  out the m edicinal value o f  various 

kinds o f  p lants on h im se lf— it is said that his body w as transparen t, 

and he could see w here the reaction  w as inside h im se lf to  any given 

substance. Through these m ethods, he ascertained the efficacy o f  all
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kinds o f  herbaceous m edicines. S ince he tried too m any plants on h im 

self, how ever, he w as often sick; w ithin one day  he m ight suffer doz

ens o f  attacks o f  d ifferen t illnesses. Fortunately, he w as em pow ered 

w ith  “godness” and did not actually  d ie as a  result. Later, he acquired
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a m ysterious and m arvelous red w hip. All he had to do w as snap any 

p lan t w ith  his w hip  and  it w ou ld  instan tly  reveal its natu re  to him . 

Shen N ong w as thereby able to treat the d ifferent illnesses o f  m ankind 

accord ing  to  the d ifferent natures o f  plants. He put together the results 

in a book called B en Cao, translated into E nglish as C hinese M ateria  

M edica. This w as C h in a’s first w ork o f  pharm acology and, as a  result, 

Shen N ong is also  regarded as the god o f  m edicine in C hina.

For m ost o f  the tim e “all under heaven” w as being  governed by 

Yan Di Shen N ong, all w as in its p roper place. M en tilled the fields, 

w om en w ove cloth, there w ere no robbers and  certain ly  no plundering 

and w arfare. People lived peaceful and  fortunate lives. Tow ards the 

end o f  the Yan Di period, how ever, social eth ics began to break dow n. 

Som e tribes began to invade the territo ry  o f  o thers, taking land, goods, 

and people. Later, the pow erful H uang Di tribe defeated  the  Yan Di 

tribe and again restored peace to  the land. T hese tw o tribes are there

fore the ancestors o f  today ’s C hinese people.

A s for w hat happened  to  Yan D i, one theory  has it th a t he w as 

killed in the end by H uang  Di. A no ther says th a t he escaped  to  the 

South, w here he becam e the H eavenly K ing o f  the South, responsible 

for governing the heavens o f  the south and also  its sum m ertim e.
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The Great War between 
Huang Di and Chi You

The being  w ho is regarded as the ancestor o f  the nation  o f  C hi

nese people w as also  a  m onarch o r em peror in ancien t tim es. Through 

m eans o f  force, he attacked and defeated tw o m ajor opponents, nam ely 

Yan Di Shen N ong and Chi You. In the end, he assum ed the h ighest 

th rone in the K unlun M ountain palaces o f  the gods and becam e the su 

prem e god in C hinese m ythology. H uang Di and his various associates 

also contributed m uch in the w ay o f  cultural inventions to  m ankind.

It is said that H uang D i’s m other, responding to a force o f  light

n ing , co n ce iv ed  a  ch ild  and  tw en ty -fiv e  m o n ths la ter gav e  b irth  to 

H uang Di. H uang Di is a  god o f  rain and thunder. He has four faces 

and therefore can see w hat is happening  in four d ifferent d irections at 

the sam e tim e. He holds the greatest force o f  the universe in his hands, 

thunder and lightning.

H uang Di cam e into the w orld w hen it w as confronting  an e ra  o f  

w arfare and chaos. He assem bled a  large arm y and first w en t to w ar 

against Yan Di. Yan Di used fire to attack H uang Di, and H uang Di 

used rain and lightning to  resist the attack. A fter that, he led a  united 

arm y o f  tigers, leopards, w olves, bears, and eagles in an all-out charge.
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A fter c lash ing  in battle three tim es, he to tally  defeated  Yan Di and won 

u ltim ate govern ing  power.

N ot long after, how ever, ano ther pow erfu l tribe led by Chi You 

m obilized revolt. C hi You w as an evil god, w ith  hard sharp horns on 

h is  head , and w ith  ears th a t sp rou ted  ou t h a ir  like daggers. He had
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eighty-one brothers w ith  copper heads and iron foreheads. They w ere 

all “ ferocious" in nature and could ea t sand and stones. C hi You also 

invented a  num ber o f  w eapons including long spears, bow  and arrow, 

battle  axes, sh ie ld s  and  so  o n , and  he o ften  used  these  in invad ing  

neighboring tribes. He stood at the front o f  his ow n bro thers and also 

m obilized the evil spirits o f  the w oods and m arshes, in addition  to his 

ow n arm ies, in order to  begin the a ttack  on H uang Di. H uang Di also 

led all kinds o f  spirits on his side, as w ell as countless troops in the 

charge to  m eet the oncom ing  foe.

C hi You excelled  in the a rt o f  a rray ing  b attle  fo rces, and  could  

call forth w ind and rain, sm oke and m ist. H e now  called  a  great fog 

dow n upon the land that enveloped H uang Di and his troops, so that 

they w ere unable to  distinguish  north from  south , east from  w est. A s 

a result, Chi You w as successful in w inning  nine battles ou t o f  nine 

engagem ents. Fortunately , one o f  H uang  D i’s subord inates invented  

the sou th -fac ing  chario t, u sing  m agnetism . A m agnetic  im age o f  an 

im m ortal being  w as placed in the chariot, and no m atter w hich direc

tion you turned the chariot, the im m ortal w ould also  face tow ards the 

south. W ith guidance from th is south-facing  chario t, H uang D i’s arm y 

w as able to  break out o f  the encirclem ent.

Chi You then asked the gods o f  w ind  and o f  rain to  m obilize a  tre 

m endously w ild storm , that w ould pum m el H uang Di into scattering
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in all d irections. There w as noth ing  H uang Di could do then , but go up 

to  heaven and ask the fem ale god N ti B a for her help. Nii Ba w as ex

trem ely  ugly. H er head w as bald, but it shone forth w ith  a  kind o f  light 

that could  dispel all storm y w eather and allow  fierce sunshine to  shine 

dow n from  on high. T his light dried  up all the rainw ater on the ground. 

H uang Di seized the opportun ity  and attacked, and this tim e trium phed 

over Chi You.

C hi Y ou w as tak en  a liv e . H e w as fo rced  in to  th e  p re se n c e  o f  

H uang Di, w here H uang Di had him  put to death. A fter C hi You w as 

k illed, it w as noticed that the w ooden shackles on his body had been 

dyed a deep  red. People took these shackles ou t to the w astelands and 

scattered their pieces, w hereupon they instantly  tu rned  into a forest o f  

m aple trees, each lea f  the co lor o f  fresh red blood.

H uang Di then organized a great v ictory  celebration. He and the 

assem bled gods tasted  the satisfaction  o f  trium phing  over evil. O rder 

had been restored in the universe, peace had returned to m ankind. A l

though som e d isturbances and troubles w ere to occur later, these w ere 

no t successfu l. H uang  Di and h is troops invented  housing , cook ing  

pots, clo th ing, vehicles, the w riting  o f  scrip ts and so  on, and led m an

kind forth in to  a new  era.
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Yao and Shun Practice 
Succession by Merit

It is said that, in ancient days in C hina, m onarchs passed the k ing

ship on to those w ith m erit and not to the ir sons. The successor had to 

undergo testing  and selection, and had to com e up to  ethical standards 

as well as those o f  talent. T his kind o f  succession w as know n by a  spe

cial term  that m eant “ succession by m erit.” Yao passed the kingship  on 

in this m anner to Shun, and Shun in turn passed it on to  Yu. This has 

alw ays been w hat people said.

T he sovereign nam ed Yao w as a m an o f  suprem ely  h igh ethical 

standards, a  kind o f  great sage as w ell as a m onarch. H e lived in a 

suprem ely sim ple fashion, his palace being  not m uch better than the 

thatched huts o f  com m on people, his food, clo th ing  and utensils sim i

larly plain. H e never lost sight o f  his obligation to gu ide the people 

and to  love and protect them . W hen he heard  that som eone w as hun

gry, he felt it w as his fault, “ 1 am  the one w ho m ade it hard  fo r him  to 

get a m eal.” W hen he heard that som eone had com m itted  a  crim e, he 

said, “ I am  the one w ho harm ed him .” D ue to the pressures o f  w ork, 

Yao’s body w as as thin as a  strip  o f  dried  jerky. H is m oral bearing  pro 

foundly affected people, w ho resolutely  supported  and follow ed him
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despite any kind o f  natural d isaster such as floods o r drought.

Yao selected m en o f  outstanding  m oral character and ta len t to as

sist him  as sen ior officials, and  to help  him  in the task o f  adm inistering 

the country. U nder their united efforts, the country w as prosperous and 

strong , p eo p le ’s lives w ere fortunate , in add ition  to w ork  there  w as 

tim e to relax and people could get together to  play a little.

O ne day, an o ld  fellow  over eighty years old w as p laying at tossing 

w ooden chips w ith som e friends and som eone happened to say, “All o f  

this leisure is due to the hard w ork  o f  our m onarch Yao. He is certainly 

a great sovereign!” The old m an felt differently. H e replied, “The sun 

gets up, I go to  w ork. The sun goes dow n behind the m ountain, I com e 

hom e to rest. The g rain  I eat 1 p lanted  m yself. The w ater 1 drink is 

from  the well I dug. The clo thes 1 w ear I w ove m yself. I ask you, what
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does Sovereign Yao have to  do w ith any o f  th is?” T he people listening 

w ere speechless. T hat the old m an did no t th ink Yao w as so great w as, 

in fact, precisely w hat Yao w anted. H e did not look on the glory o f  the 

country and the security  o f  the people as a great ac t bu t rather sim ply 

as the natural obligation o f  a ruler.

T he m onarch Yao felt that the position o f  head o f  a dynasty  should 

belong  to  a “virtuous m an.” He discovered  that his ow n son w as not 

appropriate in this regard , so  he voluntarily  passed the k ingship  on to 

Shun.

In the m inds o f  people long ago in C hina, Shun w as the veiy  m odel 

o f  ethical behavior. S hun’s m other died w hen he w as young  and his 

father, called  G u Sou, w hich m eans an old m an w ho has lost his sight, 

rem arried and husband and w ife had another son. Yao w as very filial 

to his father as w ell as to  the step-m other and her son, bu t his little 

half-brother, his father, and his step-m other had plans to kill him.

O ne day, they had Shun clean out the w ell. He w ent dow n inside, 

and the father and stepm other im m ediately  placed a large stone on top , 

b locking it up, try ing  to seal him  into his “death p lace.” Fortunately, 

S hun’s good heart m oved the heavens above and a connection  to  the 

neighboring  w ell suddenly  appeared  underground. Shun w as ab le  to 

em erge from  the neighboring w ell unscathed.

A fter that, Shun fled to another p lace to  live. U nder his influence.
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the people around him all becam e kind-hearted  and good to one an

other. The m onarch Yao now  heard  about th is m an Shun and called 

him  in to confirm  his m erits and his talents. A fter that, he gave his tw o 

daughters to Shun in m arriage.

W ith his tw o w ives. Shun returned to  his hom eland and, together 

they looked after the old fa ther and step-m other although both o f  these 

still w anted to hurt Shun. Shun said to his w ives, “ I m ust obey my par

en ts’ w ords. H ow ever, i f  som eth ing  w ere to  happen to  m e, their repu

tations w ould suffer. H ow  can I p reven t that from  happening?”  The 

w ives drew  forth a  p iece o f  clo th ing  that had  a  flying bird painted on it 

and gave it to  Shun. Shun clim bed up on the tall granary to sw eep the 

dust from  it, w hile below  the o ld  m an and his little son w ere preparing 

to  light a fire, th ink ing  to b u m  him  to death. Putting on the p iece o f  

clo thing. Shun w as ab le  to float safely dow n to the ground. A fter this, 

he continued to treat his paren ts in the sam e filial m anner.

In the end, after passing all kinds o f  tests o f  his m ettle , Shun re

ceived the succession o f  the th rone from  Yao. H e also  continued to try 

to im prove his re la tions w ith G u Sou, the second w ife, and the little 

half-bro ther, and  in the  end  they w ere  m oved  by his efforts and all 

w ere reconciled.

The m onarch Shun then sen t the G reat Yu to calm  the flood w aters. 

G reat Yu w ent th roughout the country, enduring a m yriad o f  hardships.
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but succeeded in controlled the flooding o f  all the rivers, includ ing  the 

Y ellow  R iver and the H uai River. In his later years. Shun passed the 

kingship  on to Yu, in this sam e m anner o f  succession through m erit.

A fter the G reat Yu died, his son took over the k ingship. N o longer 

fo llow ing the practice o f  succession by m erit, the k ingship  now  started 

to  be passed from k ing to  son. In th is m anner, the first dynasty in C h i

n a ’s history cam e to be established, that o f  the X ia (2 0 7 0 -1 6 0 0  BCE).
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King Wu Attacks King Zhou

T he last em p ero r in the  S hang  D ynasty  (1 6 0 0 -1 0 4 6  B C E ) w as 

nam ed Z hou. For a period o f  tim e after assum ing  the throne, he ruled 

in a  capab le  and  responsib le  m anner, w inn ing  a series o f  conquests 

against tribes in the east. In tim e, how ever, he becam e cruel, arrogant, 

greedy, and se lf-indulgent. U pon h is o rders, a capital c ity  w as built 

that w as full o f  palaces and gardens, w here he led a  d issolute life. He 

had a large pond filled w ith w ine, and the m eat hanging in his storage 

room s to dry looked like a forest. He com m anded various regions o f  

his dom ain to  send him  beautiful w om en, and he did w hatever his fa

vorite concubines asked him to do.

In order to m aintain th is luxurious life. K ing Z hou inflicted heavy 

taxes on the populace, w ho becam e m ore and m ore dissatisfied w ith 

h is ru le. W hen revo lts  began . K ing  Z ho u  d ea lt w ith  them  severely  

through cruel punishm ents. He invented a kind o f  torture in w hich a 

copper beam  w as set over a burning fire, on w hich an ‘o ffender’ had to 

w alk back and  forth. A s the fire heated the copper, it scorched the feet 

o f  the person w ho eventually  fell into the fire and burned to death. Se

n io r officials adm onished K ing  Z hou to change his w ays, bu t he either
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disregarded  them  or had them  executed . H is uncle Bi G an also  tried 

to d iscip line him , upon w hich K ing  Z hou had Bi G an’s heart tom  out. 

H is ow n bro ther fled. K ing  Z hou becam e one o f  the infam ous tyrants 

in C hinese history.

W hile all th is w as taking p lace, the sta te  o f  C hou, a  subject state to 

Shang, w as g row ing  ever m ore pow erful. A  sm all country at the begin

ning, it w as located in the curren t position  o f  Shaanxi Province. A fter 

the K ing W en o f  C hou died, his son succeeded to the throne, a  man 

called C hou W uw ang, o r K ing W u o f  C hou. K ing  W u could see that 

K ing Z hou  o f  the sta te  o f  Shang w as ru ling  in a  chaotic m anner and he 

decided to  plan  for an invasion. W ith the ab le  help  o f  such m inisters as 

Jiang  S hang and C hou G ongdan, the state o f  C hou had im plem ented 

system s favorable to the people and  as a resu lt had becom e m ore pow 

erful by the day.

Eventually, K ing  W u saw  that the situation w as ripe for action. He 

assem bled several tens o f  thousands o f  superior troops and set ou t to 

attack  the capital o f  the state o f  Shang. A long  the way, his ranks w ere 

sw elled by various tribes w ho had also  been increasingly dissatisfied 

w ith  the ru le o f  K ing  Z hou. K ing W u reinforced the ir d iscontent by 

poin ting  out the heinous crim es o f  the ru ler o f  Shang and m obilized all 

to rise up and end his reign. The alliance o f  troops quickly advanced to 

a place called M uye, not far from the capital o f  Shang, now  in a place
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now  called  Qi County, in H enan Province.

The m ain  force o f  the Shang arm ies w as already engaged in w ar 

a t the tim e, in the east, and w as unable to return  quickly  to defend  the 

capital. K ing  Z hou had no alternative bu t to  force a large contingent 

o f  slaves to  fight on his behalf, o rdering  them  to M uye to do  battle  

against K ing Wu. These slaves hardly had enough to eat, how ever, and 

certain ly  had no strength w ith w hich to  fight for K ing Z hou. W hat’s 

m ore, they hated his dom inion over them  and so prom ptly  surrendered 

to K ing W u and helped him  attack. K ing Z hou  fled to  a h igh tow er 

w ith in  the palace from  w hich there w as no escape. W ith his kingdom  

lost, he  had the tow er torched and com m itted  suicide, although som e 

people say that in the end he w as caugh t by K ing  W u and pu t to  death.

T he great Shang D ynasty thereby cam e to an end. K ing W u found

ed the C hou D ynasty (1 0 4 6 -2 5 6  B CE), w hich w as to be in existence 

longer than any other dynasty in C hinese history.
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Qin Shi Huang Di Unifies the Six States

Qin Shi H uang Di w as the founder o f  the Q in D ynasty (2 2 1 -2 0 6  

B CE), w hich is regarded as the first “ feudal dynasty”  ru ling  over un i

fied states in C hina. Q in Shi H uang Di w as also the m ost controversial 

em peror in C hinese history. W hatever the verdict on th is m an, he had 

a profound influence not only on C hinese bu t on w orld history.
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Q in Shi H uang, as he is typically  called , lived in the latter years 

o f  the W arring S tates period. A fter w arfare and consolidation , seven 

states rem ained that w ere know n as “Principalities,” ru led by princes. 

Q in Shi H uang w as th irteen w hen he assum ed the th rone in the state 

o f  Q in, and he w as tw enty w hen he took over actual ru ling  power. En

dow ed w ith extrem e am bition, he w as determ ined to com plete the task 

o f  uniting  the o ther six  states under his control, som eth ing  no ru ler had 

been able to do. In order to  do th is, he first im plem ented forceful m ea

sures in the  state o f  Q in that w ould enable it to becom e m ore pow er

ful.

By the tim e he w as th irty  years o ld, the national strength o f  the 

state o f  Qin far surpassed that o f  the o ther six  states, and he therefore 

began his w ar o f  consolidation . He had a  very clear strategy, w hich 

w as to proceed from  the closest to the m ore d istant, destroy ing  enem y 

forces one by one. A long  the way, how ever, he w as prepared to  adjust 

his tactics in accord w ith actual circum stances.

The first state to be destroyed by Q in w as the sm allest and w eak

est o f  th e  six  s ta te s , ca lled  H an. T he n ex t w as th e  m o st po w erfu l 

am ong the six, the sta te  o f  Zhao. C apita liz ing  on a  recent earthquake 

and natural disasters in that state, Q in Shi H uang attacked and the tw o 

sides w ere in com bat for a full year. T he state o f  Q in then used a tricky 

strategem  to  cap ture  the K ing  o f  Z hao, and also to  have a key general

1 5 3



Tales from  C h in a 's  C la ss ic  E ssen tia l R ead in g s

nam ed Li M u put to death. T he Q in arm ies took  advantage o f  the op 

portunity  to  press the ir a ttack  and in the end w ere able to  occupy the 

Z hao capital. A fter this, the o ther states w ere even less able to  resist 

the increased forces o f  the Q in arm y and, one by one, the states o f  Yan, 

Wei, C hu, and Qi w ere destroyed. A m ong these, the battles against the 

State o f  C hu in the south w ere particularly  ferocious.

A fter nine years o f  w arfare, Q in Shi H uang  Di finally realized his 

intense am bition o f  un ifying the o ther six  states under his com m and. 

He then began to  establish  a unified and pow erful em pire. He decided 

to call h im se lf “H uang D i,” and thereby becam e the first ru ler to  desig

nate h im se lf “ E m peror" in China. (Previously, ru lers o r m onarchs had 

called them selves K ing, o r Ruler, bu t they  had not pu t the tw o term s 

H uang and Di together, to  signify  u ltim ate ruler. T he ru ler o f  Qin was 

the first, o r “ shi,” to call h im se lf H uang D i, therefore he w as the Q in 

Shi H uang D i.) From  then on, “H uang  D i," or Em peror, becam e the 

term  used for the h ighest authority  in pow er in C hina.

Q in Shi H uang  Di w en t on to  e stab lish  a  system  o f  cen tra lized  

pow er structures for ru ling the country, that w ere to  be the m odel used 

by later dynasties. Local adm inistra tive o rganizations w ere divided 

into the tw o levels o f  “ju n ” o r prefecture, and “xian ,” o r county. The 

entire country w as d ivided into th irty -six  prefectures initially, a  num 

ber that later w as expanded to forty-one.
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D uring the W arring S tates period, all scripts, currencies, and m ea

sures in the land had been different, w hich w as not conducive to  uni

fied m anagem ent. Q in Shi H uang Di d ispatched officials to im plem ent 

u n ified  stan d ard s. By fia t, he  o rdered  the  en tire  coun try  to  use  the 

sam e script, as well as the sam e w eights and m easures and the sam e 

currency. He also  ordered that the w idth o f  axles be standardized in 

order to allow  carts to  run along  the sam e ruts in roads. C arts from any 

one region could thereby travel along roads o f  any o ther region. These 

un ifying m easures w ere to have a profound influence on C h ina’s social 

structures and its culture.

Q in Shi H uang D i’s unification o f  C hina ended a long period o f  

fragm ented political entities and ongoing w arfare in the country, and 

enab led  cu ltu ral and  econom ic  com m unica tion  am ong  d iffe ren t re 

g ions and d ifferen t k inds o f  people . T h is  w as a m ajo r con tribu tion , 

bu t a t the sam e tim e the E m p ero r’s v io lent and cruel m ethods quickly 

generated  opposition . Instead o f  go ing  on forever, as p lanned, the Q in 

dynasty  lasted a b r ie f  fifteen years before it w as overturned.
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Contest between Chu and Han

T he cruel and  d espo tic  re ign  o f  the  Q in  D ynasty  incurred  such 

opposition from  the people at large that the dynasty w as sw iftly  over

th row n. A m ong  those  w ho had  opposed  Q in ru le, the  question  now  

w as to  decide w ho had the ability  to  serve as the new  ruler. T he tw o 

m o st pow erfu l a rm ies in the  land w ere under the  leadersh ip  o f  L iu 

B ang  and X iang  Yu. C on tend ing  fo r the position  o f  Em peror, these 

tw o now  began a  w ar that w as to last four years. X iang  Yu called him 

se lf  “the C onqueror from  W estern C hu ,” w hile he called Liu Bang the 

m ere “ K ing o f  H an.”  In C hinese history, this w ar w as later to be called 

the C ontest betw een C hu and Han.

Liu B ang’s m ilitary strength did no t equal that o f  X iang Yu, at the 

beginning. He w as a m aster o f  stratagem , how ever, and quickly  m oved 

to take over the form er Q in capital o f  X ianyang (in to d ay ’s Shaanxi 

P rovince), w here he destroyed the Q in and earned the support o f  the 

local people. X iang  Yu soon arrived at a  nearby spot w ith  his troops, 

and d ispatched a m essenger to  request a  m eeting  w ith Liu Bang. L iu 

B ang  had no alternative bu t to pu t h im se lf a t risk  by travelling  into 

X iang  Y u’s cam p, w here he personally  apologized to  X iang  Yu for his
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actions. The apology w as accepted and X iang Yu m agnanim ously  al

low ed Liu B ang to  go on living and even appointed  him as “ K ing o f  

H an.” A t this point, X iang Yu becam e the de facto ru ler o f  C hina, w ith 

the pow er to  issue decrees throughout the land.

M eanw hile, Liu B ang ostensibly bow ed to  X iang  Yu’s orders but 

in fact had not g iven up his ow n plan  to becom e em peror. N ot long 

after, w hen X iang Yu w as distracted  by having  to  deal w ith som e o ther 

unruly subject, L iu Bang openly  declared w ar on him , w hich officially 

began to great d ram a o f  the w ar betw een C hu and Han.

A t the ou tse t, L iu  B ang  w as in an un favorab le  position  and  in 

deed w as alm ost defeated. W ith X iang  Yu chasing  after him , he and 

his arm ies fled from  one place to  another. M any tim es he w as unable 

even to assure the safety o f  his family, and his father and w ife w ere 

both taken hostage by the enem y. S till, he persevered, using  ou tstand

ing m ilitary advisors such as H an Xin and Peng Yue, w hom  he placed 

in different d irections so  as to disperse the forces o f  X iang Yu. X iang 

Yu w as therefore unable to concentrate his forces on an a ll-ou t attack 

that m ight have destroyed Liu Bang. M eanw hile, L iu B ang’s m ilitary 

strength  gradually  increased  and he, H an X in and o thers w ere able 

to  surround X iang  Yu’s arm ies. X iang  Yu w as forced to com e to an 

agreem ent w hereby they  form ed an alliance w ith  each  side tak ing  a 

specified territory. They decided  that H onggou w ould  be the boundary
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betw een them , w ith C hina now  being  divided into eastern  and w est

ern regions. H onggou is the m anm ade canal that connects the Yellow 

R iver w ith the Huai River.

X iang Yu believed that the m atter w as now  settled. H e w ithdrew  

his troops as agreed upon in the agreem ent. O n the advice o f  a  particu

lar m inister, Liu Bang now  com m anded his entire arm y to stage a m as

sive attack. This tim e, X iang Yu w as on the run. In the end, the tw o 

sides fought a final battle at a  place called G aixia (in today ’s Lingbi 

C ounty  in A nhui P rov ince), w here the  C hu fo rces u n d er X iang  Yu 

w ere decim ated. X iang Yu retreated  to  behind som e ram parts, w here 

he and his arm ies w ere surrounded. Supply lines fo r grain and m ateri

als w ere cut off. Han Xin now  had people sing  the hom eland m elodies 

o f  Chu late at night, w hich dem oralized C hu troops. T horoughly  d is

gusted with war, m any abandoned their posts and fled. X iang  Yu and 

rem ain ing  troops broke through the encirclem ent and m ade it to  the 

W u R iver (in today ’s He C ounty in A nhui Province), w here his entire 

arm y w as ob literated . U nw illing  to  endure  the  hum ilia tion  o f  being  

taken prisoner, he took his ow n life.

Liu B ang’s victory concluded the contest betw een C hu and Han. 

He then founded the W estern H an dynasty  and becam e its first “H uang 

D i,” o r Em peror, w ith the reign nam e o f  H an Gaozu.
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A Three-Part Division 
of "All Under Heaven"

A t the end o f  the  E astern  H an, large-scale  “ peasan t rev o lts ,”  o r 

revolts o f  farm ers against the authorities, broke out in C hina w ith  each 

general com m anding  an arm y often tak ing  advantage o f  the situation 

to expand his ow n power. A fter a  com plex and intense period o f  w ar

fare, a num ber o f  separate authorities w ith  the ir ow n pow er appeared 

in the country, am ong w hich the one in the north w as led by an ou t

standing m ilitary strategist and political strategist nam ed C ao Cao. A f

te r several years o f  m ilitary cam paigns, C ao C ao basically  unified the 

northern part o f  C hina. N ot yet satisfied, he decided to  persevere and 

finish the jo b , and  unify the entire country, both north and south.

Cao C ao consolidated  his rule in the north, after a series o f  battles 

in w hich he led several hundred thousand troops, and his pow er w as 

great. The de facto ru ler o f  the southern  part o f  C hina w as Sun Q uan, 

w ho had succeeded his father and  his bro ther in contro lling  the region. 

C ao C ao now  sent an em issary w ith a  letter fo r Sun Q uan, ask ing  him 

to surrender and subm it to  his ow n rule. O therw ise, he w ould  assem ble 

his forces and m arch south.

Sun Q uan did not w ant to  surrender to  C ao  C ao, but at the sam e
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tim e  he feared  the  a ttack . Ju s t at th is  tim e  a n o th e r m ilita ry  leader 

nam ed Liu Bei escaped from  C ao C ao’s pursuit. L iu Bei sent the fa

m ous strateg ist Z huge L iang  to advise Sun Q uan that he w ould like to 

jo in  w ith  him  in resisting  the invasion o f  C ao Cao. Som e am ong Sun 

Q u an ’s advisors also  pointed  out that although C ao C ao had greater 

fo rces, he had com e from  far in the  north . T heir supp ly  lines w ere 

stretched and they w ere unaccustom ed to fighting on water. They felt 

the  sou thern  arm ies shou ld  be ab le  to defea t C ao  C ao by using  the 

natural boundary o f  the Yang-tse River. Sun Q uan therefore resolved 

to  fight. He jo in ed  forces w ith  L iu  Bei. H e ordered Z hou Yu to be the 

com m ander-in -ch ief o f  his southern  forces.

In the y ear 208, the arm ies o f  Sun and Liu jo ined  in battle against 

C ao C ao at a p lace called C hi Bi, on the Yang-tse R iver (in today ’s 

H ubei Province). The com bined forces under Sun and Liu to taled only 

several tens o f  thousands o f  m en, w hile C ao C ao com m anded a  force 

o f  m ore than  200 ,000 . C ao  C a o ’s arm ies w ere  m ostly  northern  so l

d iers, how ever. In order to acclim ate them  to life on board ships, Cao 

C ao ordered  that the w arsh ips w ith  w hich  they  w ere go ing  to  cross 

the Yang-tse be linked together w ith chains to  stabilize them . A im ing 

d irectly  a t th is  w eakness, Z hou  Yu and others used the strategem  o f  

“fire a ttack .” T hey filled ships w ith oil-soaked p ieces o f  w ood, ignited 

the w ood and pointed the ships in the d irection o f  C ao C ao ’s fleet. Cao
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C ao’s linked boats w ere soon in a  “sea o f  fire,” w hile his arm y cam p 

on the o ther shore w as also  soon incinerated. Sun and  Liu pressed the 

attack  and, suffering  severe losses, C ao ’s arm y w as utterly  routed. This 

battle  o f  Chi Bi w ent dow n in history  as a  fam ous m ilitary  exam ple o f  

how  to  conquer strength w ith w eakness.

A fter the battle  o f  C hi Bi, C ao  C ao had little choice but to stay
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in the  region o f  the  Yellow R iver in the north , and to  leave the south 

alone. M eanw hile, Sun Q uan w as ab le  to consolidate his hold on the 

south. L iu Bei took advantage o f  the situation to conquer and occupy 

the region o f  H ubei and H unan and also  expanded his reach w estw ard 

into Sichuan. T he balance o f  pow er created a three-part d ivision o f  “all 

under heaven” w hich w as to  last for a  long tim e.

A fter C ao  C ao died, his son C ao  Pi forced the last em peror o f  the 

Eastern H an to abdicate, w hereupon C ao Pi established his ow n politi

cal entity, called  Wei. Shortly after, L iu Bei also declared h im se lf em 

peror in C hengdu, and gave his country the nam e o f  H an (it w as later 

to be called  Shu Han, the w ord Shu indicating  the region around S ich

uan). Sun Q uan then declared h im se lf em peror as w ell, and he nam ed 

his country W u. Three countries then form ed a triangular relationship 

o f  W ei, Shu H an, and W u, a po litica l d iv is io n  th a t w as to  becom e 

know n as the period o f  the Three K ingdom s.

A num ber o f  talented  people cam e to the fore in the Three K ing

dom s period (2 2 0 -2 8 0 ), and the era w as rich in m arvelous legends and 

tales. T he h istorical novel called Romance  o f  the Three Kingdoms  is 

based on these tales. C haracters and events from  the Three K ingdom s 

fea tu re  in m odern  dram a and literatu re  to  th is  day, m ost no tab ly  in 

contem porary  television series.
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Sui Yangdi Loses His Country

The founder o f  the Sui dynasty  (5 8 1 -6 1 8 ), Sui W endi, succeeded 

in en d in g  th e  long perio d  o f  d iv id ed  po litica l pow er in C h ina  that 

was know n as the N orthern  and Southern  D ynasties. H e led the coun

try into a  peaceful and prosperous age. A fter his death , his son Yang 

G uang ascended the throne, the m an w ho later becam e infam ous as the 

cruel ty ran t Sui Yangdi.

Sui Yangdi w as successful in a  num ber o f  w ays at the beginn ing  o f  

his rule. He opened up C h ina’s frontiers, “developing the w astelands,” 

and he instituted a num ber o f  system s that w ere beneficial to  econom ic 

grow th. In  order to  consolidate his pow er over the entire country as 

w ell as to  m ake transportation  and com m unication  m ore convenient 

betw een north  and south , Sui Yangdi m ade the decision  to build what 

is k n ow n  as th e  G rea t C an al. To b u ild  th is  can a l, the  g o v e rn m en t 

requisitioned m ore than one m illion  laborers from  am ong the people 

every year. The w ork took betw een five and six years, and eventually 

resulted  in a canal o f  m ore than 4 000 li, w hich is equivalen t to over 

2000  k ilom eters . B uilt in the  7th C entury , th is  rem ains the  longest 

m an-m ade canal in hum an history and it has had a profound im pact on
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C hinese social and econom ic developm ent.

A fter the canal w as finished, Sui Yangdi decided to take a  journey  

“south o f  the river” to m ake an inspection. He ordered  the construc

tion o f  a  num ber o f  large ships. The one in w hich he and his em press 

travelled  w as a  huge “dragon boat,” four stories high, divided into sev

eral hundred palace cham bers that w ere all ornately  furnished. Som e 

200,000 officials, palace w om en and soldiers accom panied Sui Yang 

Di on the trip . A rrayed  in several thousand  boats, the entire proces

sion m ade its s ta te ly  w ay  dow n the  C anal— from  front to  back, the 

entourage w as said to have m easured tw o hundred li. A t the end o f  the 

canal, Sui Yangdi stopped to rest a w hile a t Yangzhou, the m ost p ros

perous city south o f  the river at the tim e.

A lthough the bu ild ing  o f  the Canal had great significance fo r the 

country, for the com m on people it w as a  m ajor calam ity. U nder cruel 

overseers, m any thousands o f  w orkers died in the course o f  its con

struction. W hen Sui Y angdi’s p rocession passed by, local people had 

to  supply the daily  provisions for several tens o f  thousands o f  people. 

Fam ilies w ere bankrupted in the process. W hat w as w orse, the em per

o r m ade the jou rney  not once, but tw o m ore tim es, each tim e travelling  

all the w ay to Y angzhou and bringing calam ity  to the com m on people.

D uring his rule, Sui Yangdi ceaselessly  expanded  the borders o f  

C h ina , m o b iliz in g  a n u m b er o f  w ars a lth o u g h  so m e o f  th ese  cam -
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paigns m et w ith total defeat. W hether victorious o r unsuccessful, the 

resu lt o f  the cam paigns w as an inevitable decline in the population  o f  

the country and in its treasury as the econom y w as disrupted. In order 

to  support his w ars as well as his expeditions and the expense o f  his 

ow n ex travagances, Sui Yangdi continuously  levied h igher taxes and 

h igher requirem ents for conscrip ted  labor.

Pressed beyond endurance, people in a  num ber o f  places began to 

rise in revolt. In the end, Sui Y angdi’s ow n troops in Y angzhou staged 

a  m utiny and forcefully  killed th is despotic ruler. A lthough officials 

quickly  installed a young  ruler on the throne, the Sui dynasty  cam e to 

an end a few  years later and w as succeeded by the Tang dynasty.
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Song Taizu Is "Draped in the Imperial 
Yellow Robes by His Supporters"

The last dynasty in the Five D ynasties period w as L atter Z hou (951 

-9 6 0 ) . A fter the E m peror o f  th is dynasty  died, his seven-year-old  son 

succeeded to the throne. Since the new  Em peror w as too young  to rule, 

several m inisters assisted  him  in m anaging  affairs. A  pow erful general 

nam ed Z hao  K uangyin  looked over th is situation and recognized that 

the tim e and conditions w ere ripe fo r seizing power. He planned his 

strategy in m inute  detail, and the  results w ent dow n in history as the 

fam ous “M utiny  o f  C hen B ridge.”

T he even t occurred  in the y ear in w hich  the y o ung  em peror as

sum ed the throne. A larm ing  new s suddenly  issued from  the northern 

borders that seem ed to  indicate that a  huge enem y w as preparing  to 

invade. The little em peror, ju s t  in the process o f  perform ing  the N ew  

Y ear’s rites, and his senior m in isters w ere in a  panic. Two Prim e M in

isters then recom m ended that G eneral Z hao  K uangyin  be placed at the 

head o f  an arm y to fight back. Z hao  K uangyin  w as already in com 

m and o f  the finest troops in the country. A ll o ther troops w ere now  put 

under him  as w ell.

Z hao K uangyin  then led his m assive arm y out on the m arch, to 
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gether w ith  his little bro ther Z hao K uangyi, his m ost trusted  strategist 

Z hao Pu, and several generals w ho w ere loyal to  him . N o t far from  the 

capital city  o f  K aifeng (in to d ay ’s H enan Province), they stopped at a 

place called the Chen Bridge Post, a w ayside stop for putting up horses. 

He ordered his troops to m ake cam p in the vicinity. A round evening 

tim e, the loyal generals began to propagandize am ong the troops. They 

said, “You know , the little em peror is very  young. H ere w e are risk 

ing our lives to defeat the enem y but w ho is go ing  to know  about it or 

recognize all ou r hard w ork? It m ight be best to  m ake Z hao  K uangyin 

Son o f  H eaven first, and then after that w e can go fight th is war.”  The 

generals searched out Zhao K uangyi, the little brother, and Z hao Pu, 

the strategist, w ho w ere both in agreem ent and supported  m aking Z hao 

K uangyin em peror. The bro ther and the strateg ist then led the w ay to 

have a m eeting w ith Z hao K uangyin  to ask him  about it.

W hile all th is  w as g o ing  on , it is said  th a t Z hao  K uangyin  w as 

actually  sound asleep, since he had drunk too  m uch. E ntering  his tent, 

Zhao K uangyi and Zhao Pu explained the m atter to  him . B efore they 

had even finished, generals w aiting  outside, w ho w ere b ristling  w ith 

w eapons, rushed in and presented him  w ith a yellow  robe. T his they 

draped over his body. T hey then kneeled dow n in front o f  him  and per

form ed cerem onial rites, declaring  him  to  be “w an sui” o r long-lived, 

and supporting  him  as they took him  out am ong the troops.

1 8 0



ф
« = ^ й »

T ales from  th e T h re e  C h a ra c te r  C lassic

1 8 1



Tales from  C h in a 's  C lassic  E ssen tia l R e ad in g s

A t that point, Z hao  K uangyin declared to all those around him , “ I f  

you  w ant m e to be em peror, are you w illing  to fo llow  m y orders?” E v

eryone shouted loudly that they w ere. Z hao  K uangyin then proceeded 

to  issue a  series o f  orders. He required that sold iers w ere no t allow ed 

to  use w eapons w illy  nilly, th a t they w ere  no t a llow ed  to  harm  the 

young em peror or his m other o r any o f  the sen ior officials at the court, 

and  that they w ere not allow ed to  p illage the State treasury. T he gener

als all prom ptly agreed to  these things. The arm y then follow ed behind 

the  Z hao  K u angy in  as th ey  m arch ed  in to  K a ifen g , w h ere  g en era ls  

guarding the city prom ptly agreed to support him  as em peror.

Together, they  w ent in to m eet w ith sen ior M in isters to  the em 

peror, to report on th is event. Zhao K uangyin  pretended  to be forced 

into the position . “The G enerals are fo rc ing  m e to  be E m peror,” he 

said, “ W hat can I do?” Faced w ith the g leam ing  w eapons on all those 

around them , the M inisters w ere speechless w ith  fear and advised the 

L ittle Em peror to hand over his throne.

This is how  Zhao K uangyin  accom plished the feat o f  being  m ade 

em pero r o f  C h ina  w ithou t hav ing  to spill a d rop  o f  b lood . He then 

established the dynasty called the N orthern  Song, w hich brought the 

chaos o f  the Five D ynasties period to an end. Z hao K uangyin  w as to 

becom e fam ous in C hinese history as the legendary Song Taizu, and 

the capital o f  the N orthern  Song continued to  be K aifeng.
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