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About the Three-character Canon

The Three-Character Canon can be called a most popular and influential enlightening work
in China. The author is generally considered to be Wang Yinglin (1223-1296), a learned scholar
in the South Song Dynasty. As a matter of fact, however, the embryonic form of the Three-
Character Canon had emerged before Wang Yinglin published it. For instance, Xiang Anshi, a
historical figure of the Song Dynasty, once said, “The ancient people tended to enlighten their
children with rhymed words, such as the Three-Character Admonition, etc.” (Family Precept of
Xiang). Xiang Anshi lived more than a hundred years earlier than Wang Yinglin; the Three-
Character Admonition, therefore, can be regarded as the predecessor of the Three-Character
Canon. Anyhow, seeing that the historical account ends with the Song Dynasty in its early
editions, we know for sure that the earliest edition of the Three-Character Canon must have
been published during the period between the Song and the Yuan Dynasties. Thus, it is plausible
to determine that the author of the Three-Character Canon was Wang Yinglin.

The Three-Character Canon has become popular all over China as the widely adopted
textbook for children immediately following the period of the Song Dynasty. So far, so to speak,
few Chinese children fail to read the Three-Character Canon. With its gradually expanding
influence, a great amount of work has been done to annotate and augment it. Since the Ming
and Qing Dynasties, in particular, the Three-Character Canon has improved not only in form, :
but also in content. Various editions of the Three-Character Canon, such as the annotated, the
phonetic and the illustrated editions, etc. have appeared. On the other hand, it has also been
expanded upon in content with the alternation of dynasties, bringing about various revised
editions, the most popular being the Annotated Edition of the Three-Character Canon compiled
by He Xingsi, a scholar during the reign of Emperor Daoguang in the Qing Dynasty. The Three-
Character Canon chosen as the original in this book is the very edition compiled by He Xingsi.

With the enlarged influence of the Three-Character Canon, steps have been taken to
translate it. In the early stage of the Qing Dynasty, for example, translations were begun in the
Manchu and Mongolian languages for convenience of being learned by those nationalities. Of
these, the most influential ones are in the Manchu Language, translated by Tao Gejing, and the
translation into the Mongolian Language, by Songyan Fujun. And what’s more, during the late




Qing period, translations had begun in other foreign languages, such as Latin, translated by
Francais Noél, into French, by Julien, and the English versions, by Bridgman, Gilles and Yitaier
respectively. These have exerted larger influences than other versions. Though they were
translated by foreigners who were sound in the expression of their own languages, yet it is
probable that their non-Chinese cultural context would prevent them from thoroughly absorbing
the true spirit of the traditional Chinese culture, which would have more or less misled them in
the exact interpretation of the work’s cultural spirit. Hence, it’s of great necessity and
significance for us to interpret and translate the Three-Character Canon more exactly in the
cultural context of China in the present time of a full interflow of the Chinese and western
cultures.

The reason why the Three-Character Canon has exerted such a lasting influence as soon as
it came into being lies in its two features, namely its rhyming beauty, which makes it quite
readable, and its instructiveness, which is conveyed in concise wording. Theoretically, the
translation of the Three-Character Canon should convey not only the original rhyming beauty,
but also the original instructiveness, by means of which a perfect version could be obtained.
Practically, however, it’s extremely difficult to make the version perfect in the lingual transfer in
the cross-cultural context, for, to convey its original thyming beauty, the translator had better
translate it in form of verse. If the translator tries to copy the original thyming forms without
caring about the meaning it may result in a beautiful, but unfaithful version. On the contrary, if
the translator emphasizes the instructiveness of the original without caring about faithfully
conveying the original thyming form, the rhyming beauty will be sacrificed for the original
meaning. If the translator fails to get a perfect version with its original beauty and faithful
meaning united in harmony, the content will be second best, namely, either being prior to its
beautiful original rhyming forms with increasing or decreasing its original wording, or being
prior to its original meaning letting alone its original rhyming patterns. This publication adopts
the form of essay so as to enable the readers to get a thorough and exact understanding of the
original meaning of the Three-Character Canon. ’ ‘

Essentially, the mystery of translation lies in two hea:ts namely, ‘the heart of the One,
and the heart of the Other. The former refers to the ttamiamr s despemte intention to obtain an
exact version, and the latter, to the translator’s delicate consideration of the variety of the
version readers. The combination of the two “hearts” . will bring about ttle@niost appropriate
translation. ?
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Three-Character Canon’

* “Three-Character Canon”, which was composed by Wang Yinglin (M. B§, 1223—1296), a
famous scholar of the South Song Dynasty, is said to be the most popular writing for primary
education in ancient China. Short and concise as it is, it contains a vast range of comprehen-
sive knowledge. That is why it is widely influential in China today.
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At the beginning of life,
Man is good in nature.

Human nature is alike,

Habits make them different.
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For lack of education,
The nature is in alteration;
And the nurture of the young,

Better be maintained for long.
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When her son played truant,

She cut the threads on the loom.™

* Mencius (372 BC—289 BC), a great thinker during the Warring States period. According to
historical records, Mencius was very young when his father died. In order to raise him in
sound surroundings, his mother Zhang ({l) moved their home three times. Originally they
lived near a graveyard, where she found her son imitating the acts of mourning. She thought
it was bad for her son’s upbringing, and then she moved the home to the town and live near
a butcher’s. There, however, she found her son imitating the acts of killing pigs and sheep. It
was not a proper environment for her son, either. At last, the mother and son moved again
and lived near a school, where young Mencius began to imitate the scholars’ behavior and
study. The mother was very pleased with this, and she decided to settle down there. This is
the famous story of “Three Moves by Mencius’ Mother”.

** One day, seeing young Mencius run back home playing truant, his mother, who was weaving

at the loom, became so angry that she cut off all the threads on the loom. She said to her
son, “I'm weaving inch by inch, and if I cut off the threads now, I can no longer weave a
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piece of cloth. Your learning is the same as weaving cloth. If you fail to accumulate your
knowledge day by day, you’ll never succeed.” Young Mencius was deeply sorry for his
deed, and began to make great efforts in his studies, so much so, that he became a great
thinker as well as a sage, second only to Confucius.
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Another case is Dou Yanshan,

Who was wise in family education.
He raised his five sons,

And all of them were blessed with fame.”
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* Dou Yanshan, a famous historical figure in the period of the Five Dynasties. His real name
was Dou Yujun (3 & #J). Since he lived at the foot of Yanshan Mountain, he was also called
Dou Yanshan. He had five sons, whom he raised in such a wise way that all of them became
high government officials. This is the well-known story of “Five Sons, All Ascend”.
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Rear children without instructing them,
And the father should be blamed;

Teach in a slack and lazy way

And the teacher shoulfi be criticized.
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If a pupil plays truant,

It proves to be improper.
If a child fails to learn,
What could he be when getting old?
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Without being carved and polished,
A jade can’t be a work of art.
If one does not learn,

He’ll not know human virtues.
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When one is young,
He should make the best of his time,
Associating with the good and the wise,

And learning to stand on ceremony.




