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Preface

During the past two thousand years or so, the
ancestors of the Chinese nation constantly attached
importance to the enlightening and early days educating
of their children; therefore the primers for children or
traditional Chinese primers written and compiled by the
scholars of different generations appeared in China one
after another, and today nobody can tell exactly how
many primers can be found as a cultural inheritance.
Since the 1980s, the author, or rather the compiler
and translator of this book ( hereinafter called the
author ) has been so interested in the situation
concerning the publication of the primers and their
studies that he has read and bought some 50 primer
writings which are mostly listed in this book’s
“ bibliography ”. Among the works cited, the most
comprehensive book is entitled An OQuverall View of
Famous Chinese Children’s Primers which includes 53
traditional primer works. 400-odd primer titles are
listed in the appendix to this most comprehensive

hook , according to which, it can be calculated that the
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title number of existing traditional children’s primers is
about 500.

Owing to their purpose of educating and
enlightening children to grow healthily, the Chinese
traditional primers naturally have the characteristics of
their own, such as being instructive , informative, and
popular. Although the times when the primers came
into being differ greatly from the present times, the
primers are still educational and inspiring to today’s
children and grown-ups alike because many traditional
virtues and profound cultural knowledge of the Chinese
nation are preserved in them. This educational role can
be seen clearly in the sentences in the foreword to the
traditional primers series published by a Hunan Press
written by Zhou Gucheng, a well-known contemporary
scholar and a former vice-chairman of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress of the
People’s Republic of China: “Some of the primers could
be handed down and widely accepted in society for
long, which has revealed that they do have their own
strong points in the aspects of imparting basic
knowledge, giving moral education, and adopting the
language forms easy to read and remember. All these
merits cannot and should not be gainsaid and negated.
For this reason alone, the primers are of course of great

value in the histories of both culture and education. ”
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During the last two decades, quite a number of
presses of no litile discernment in China and some
foreign presses published many Chinese traditional
primers in order to promote the social spiritual
civilization. So far as the author knows, Singapore paid
special attention to this kind of books, so in the 1990s
alone, such Chinese primers as Qian Zi Wen, Zhu Zi
Jia Xun, Zeng Guang Xian Wen and their English
translations were published; in English-speaking
countries the books of this kind occasionally got
published, and the publication of Tung Shu ( The
Ancient Chinese Almanac) is one of the examples in
this aspect. In China, different presses in recent years
vied with one another in publishing Chinese traditional
primers. To the author's knowledge, there are over
twenty presses in China that have published the
primers. These presses are named respectively Yuelu,
Huangshan, Sangin, Jinghua, Taihai, Shuhai,
Guangzhou, Shaanxi People’s, Beiyue Literature and
Art, Beijing Yanshan, Hunan People’s, Northwest
China University, Popular Literature and Art, Shanxi
Ancient Books, Jilin Literature and History, Religious
Culture, Anhui People’s, Guizhou People’s, Chinese
Children, Beijing Normal University, the Commercial
Press Hongkong Branch, Inner Mongolia Children, and

Chinese Foreign Translation Publishing Company.
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Those already published include both collections and
offprints. The numbers of the primers vary with
collections, and comparatively the offprints have been
published in a greater number. Take San Zi Jing for
instance, the author has seen its 5 separate editions at
least. Apart from San Zi Jing ( The Primer Classic in
Three-Character Lines) , the 30-odd primers that have
been more frequently published by the presses
mentioned above are transliterated as follows: Qian Zi
Wen ( The Thousand-Character Writing ), Bai Jia
Xing, Qian Jia Shi, Ming Xian Ji ( Collected Better-
Known Sayings), Di Zi Gui ( Pupils’ Rules and
Disciplines) , Di Zi Zhi, Xun Zi Ci, Jiao Zi Yu, Hao
Ren Ge, Yi Xiao Jing, Ni'er Jing, Quan Xiao Ge,
Shen Tong Shi ( Wonder Child Poems) , Cai Gen Tan,
Xiao'er Yu ( Words Given to Children) , Xiao’er Yu Bu,
. Xu Xiagoer Yu, Yan Xiaoer Yu, Gu Wen Guan Zhi,
Long Wen Bian Ying, Xun Su Jian Bian, Xing Shi Yao
Yan ( Important Words to Awaken the World) , Zeng
Guang Xian Wen ( The Popular Collection of
Traditional Chinese Wise Savings), Zhu Zi Jia Xun
( Zhu Family Instructions) , You Xue Qiong Lin, Tong
Meng Xu Zhi ( What Children Must Know) , Sheng Lii
Qi Meng, Er Shi St Xiao, Si Yan Za Zi, Liu Yan Za
Zi, Tang Shi San Bai Shou, Quan Bao Qin En Pian,
and Tong Meng Xu Zhi Yun Yu. 10 out of the above
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30-odd primers are selected into this book by the
author after his careful reading, considering and
comparing for a long period of time. To the author’s
understanding, the ten selected primers ( the above 10
transliterations with English translation in the brackets
after them ) are comparatively the better ones of
excellence both in ideology and in language, that’s why
they can be named the cream of traditional Chinese
primers.

This book is greatly different from all the known
primers already published both at home and abroad. It
can be said as the first one of its kind because of its
new form, fine-quality content, and adopting the best
points of many other primer collections and offprints.
Besides its well-chosen and comprehensive content and
its entirely fresh layout, the most striking demonstration
of this book’s features lies in its new English
translation. Each of the 10 primers in this book is
arranged in a system of its own, consisting of 5 parts:
the original in ancient Chinese,the English translation,
the translation in vernacular ( or modern) Chinese,
brief notes, and the author’s review of the primer. All
the originals have been selected and adopted after the
author’s conscientious collation, so the information
contained in this book is reliable and authoritative. For

the sake of the readers’ convenience, all the originals
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and their translations both in modern Chinese and in
English are divided by the author into independent
sense units and are numbered accordingly. The
translation in vernacular ( or modern) Chinese, in
other words, is the vernacular Chinese translation or
the modern Chinese translation of the ancient Chinese
used in the original works. The purpose of putting the
original into modern Chinese generally used today is to
help the readers have a correct understanding of the
original primer. Brief notes refer to short comments on
and explanations of more difficult language points in
the original, such an anmnotation in brief also includes
marking the difficult characters and easily
mispronounced characters with phonetic symbols
commonly used in China today. To attach importance
to making all the notes brief,short or simple aims at the
control of the whole book’s length. Review means the
author’s brief introduction to and short comment on the
original; its relevant knowledge, its content, and the
ideology, particularly how to correctly criticize some
dross or dregs, or even certain erroneous ideas in it in
order to avoid the dissemination of errors and
misleading or harming the readers. It is easily
understood that each primer, excellent as it is, contains
unavoidably some backward feudalist ideas because all

the primers were the outcome of the past Chinese
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feudal society. The English translation is the most
important part and the highlight of this book, so it is
the product of the author’s greatest efforts. Only a small
part of this book’s 10 primers has been translated
before by different translators, and the translations
mostly are far from being satisfactory. So, the author
for the first time has translated into English all the 10
primers with the exception of The Primer Classic in
Three-Character Lines which has been completed by the
author on the basis of Elementary Chinese San Tzu
Ching translated and annotated by Herbert A. Giles.
The principle the author follows in his English
translation is trying to make the translation as close as
possible to the original meaning and style. The
translated language should also be compendious,
readable, easy to understand and remember, and rich
in riming and in neat sentence forms, which mostly are
the original language features.

The types of the two among the 10 primers in this
book are separately poetry and the ci poetry, they are
Wonder Child Poems consisting of 34 poems, and
Important Words to Awaken the World including 31 c
poems. The 34 poems are all wuyan jueju ( a
pentasyllabic quatrain, or: a poem of four lines, each
containing five characters, with a strict tonal pattern

and rime scheme ); and the 31 c¢i poems all have
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