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Preface.

The Three-Character Classic was a highly-rated children’s primer in
ancient times in China. Tradition has it that the book was first compiled
by Wang Yinglin,a renowned scholar of the Southern Song Dynasty.
Since it appeared ,the book has been adopted as a children’s first reader
from generation to generation, and many a revision and supplement
were made by men of letters later on.

Tﬁe Three-Character Classic contains a wealth of knowledge con-
cerning Chinese history and culture, including classics,annals, celebrat-
cd scholars,and dynasties and their rise and fall ;it also embraces meta-
physica] and natural phenomena of the universe. What is most impor-
lant is that it provides the reader with good advice and instruction in re-
gard to learning and cultivation of the mind. The book is characterized .
by an orderly arrangement of the materials, with simple and easy dic-
tion and harmonious rhyme,which is suitable for children to chant and
memorize. In past centuries, it was used as a children’s classical text for

their rudimentary schooling.
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In modern times,due to the drastic changes in society — the rapid
development of science,the continual renewal of ideological concepts,
and the constant replacement of teaching materials — the Three-Charac-
ter Classic,like other traditional readers, has been slighted to a certain
extent and few people have cared to read it,for some of its content is
out of date and there is a certain dross of feudalistic ideas in it. Never
theless, this book has already reached readers overseas. In 1990,it was
cited by UNESCO as one of the juvenile books to moral education and
recommended to children the world over. In recent years, this small
book has been reprinted by several Chinese publishers in different ver-
sions. This fact manifests that people have begun once more to appreci-
ate the value of the Three-Character Ctassic.:

Because the book presents a long historical record of Chinese civi-
lization and the fine tradition of Chinese culture, it can be used as a
textbook for education on historical civilization, cultural tradition, and
patriotism. Of course we should discount the feudal ideological dross and -
draw on the essence so that it can serve as spiritual nutrition for the
children of China and the world over.

The book Three-Character Classic was written about seven hundred

years ago;therefore it is somewhat difficult for school children to read it




today. And it is more difficult for foreign readers, for Chinese charac-
ters are almost an insurmountable barrier to them. We hope that our ef-
forts will help to pave the way for the readers at home and abroad,en-
abling them to have greater access to this ancient school primer. What
we have done includes.

1. Text collation and pronunciation transcription in the Chinese
text. There have been a number of varied editions of the Three-Character
Classic in circulation, and the old editiogs were printed in the original
complex forms of Chinese characters without punctuation. Ours was
based on the edition of the Arnotated Three-Character Classic compiled in

the Qing Dynasty, with slight modifications made by consulting other

editions. Here the text is printed in simplified Chinese characters in cur-

rent usage and punctuation marks are added where necessary. In addi-
tion, we have transcribed each character .with the Chinese phonetic al-
phabet.

2. Annotation of Chinese words and phrases and clarification of
classical allusions. The archaic words and phrases in the original text
have been explained with notes in simple and clear modern Chinese
terms. Ancient codes, classical allusions, historical characters,and natu-

ral phenomena and social events have been clarified in simple and con-
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cise language so that they might be easily understood.

3. Rendering of the original text into modern Chinese. The original
text of the book was written in three-character lines with every other
line thymed. Now it has been rendered into modern Chinese in five-
character verses. While doing this we attempted to emphasize the char-
acteristics of the original,such as keeping the verse form, the rhyme,
and the original meaning. We hope that our endeavour will help to
make the book readily accessable to school children today. The young
reader may choose to chant the modern Chinese version,or read the o-
riginal against the translated version line by line.

4. Translation from Chinese into English. The Three-Character
Classic recommended by UNESCO is a Chinese-English bilingual edition
published in Singapore. We accordingly choose English as the target lan-
guage. We are fully aware of the fact that translation of the Three-

Character Classic is a very difficult task, because it is so compact in

phrasing but comprehensive in content ,involving China’s ancient histo--

ry,culture,and other fields of knowledge. It is still more difficult both
to keep its verse form and suit the taste of foreign readers. We can
hardly say that we have fulfilled the task without any loss. Neverthe-

less ,we could not totally rely on foreign scholars to do the translation.
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We felt obligated, therefore, to undertake the English translation our-
selves even though it was a bold trial.

In our version the translator made an attempt to reflect the origi-
nal style by using a metrical form,generally with each line containing
four or five accents and a rhyme scheme of couplets or the rhyming of
every second and fourth line. To meet the metrical and rhyming need as
well as to make the meaning explicit to foreign readers, the translator
also adopted a certain flexibility in the course of translation,such as the
addition of some explanatory words that will not affect the original
meaning but will help to introduce some necessary background informa-
tion on Chinese history and culture. For proper nouns, we simply em-
ployed the conventional versions if we could find them at hand;if the
Chinese characters are spelt in Chinese phonetic letters,they are marked
with the four tones to show the varied ways of pronunciation, thus
avoiding possible misunderstanding of their meanings. Efforts have also
been made to use simple and common words to meet the needs of for-
eign school children ; meanwhile , Chinese pupils can also use this book as
material for learning English.

The compilers of this book are Chui Hengsheng,associate Chinese

language research fellow who undertook the Chinese annotations; He
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Gohgjie,professor of English, who undertook the translation from Chi-
nese into English; and Huang Dekuang, associate professor of Chinese
language and literature ,who was in charge of the tasks in the text colla-
tion, punctuation, Chinese phonetic transcription, and translation into
modern Chinese,as well as the manuscript reading of the whole book.
The book is well-illustrated with drawings by Mr Jiang Huiming, thus
making it more illuminating and more interesting.

We came to realize that it was by no means an easy job to do all
that mentioned above,and our endeavour was indeed not without obsta-
cles. Oftentimes we had to stop and rack our brains for the proper trans-
lation of a single sentence and for the most apt note for a single word or
phrase before we were able to reach a final solution. This was because
we feared that the slightest negligence on our part would mislead the
readers. But after all we feel relieved now that this perplexing task has
been completed, for it has consumed well over a year of time. We antic-
ipate that our joint efforts will help to renew the brilliance of this splen-
did jewel so that the children and other readers at home and abroad will
enjoy it.

We are indebted to Ellen Glauert and Earl Glauert of Central

Washington University for their perceptive reading of and suggestions
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on the English translation.
9\ Translator:

HE GONG JIE
Professor of English

Anhui University
Hefei, Anhui
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Innatetly good the nature of man

g
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Upon his birth when life begén.

The natural quality alike at start,

But grow the tempers far apart. r

If no postnatal schooling occurs,

Man’s nature turns from good to worse.

In teaching boys,a worthy way

Is all attention one must pay.
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7 Mencius’s stringent mother of old,

/ .
For son’s good ,thrice removed abode.

She once destroyed her woven-cloth,

Because of her truant son of sloth.




