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Mao Zengyin

Born in Hebei Province in 1963, he graduated from Xi’an Air Force
Engineering College in 1983 and served for 25 years in the Air Force.
He was a Air Force colonel before retiring in 2003. He is now the
deputy secretary general of China Ceramic Industry Association. Since
late 1990s, he has worked as a translator specially engaged in the ce-
ramic art, sculpture and other art sectors. His English editions include
Shangguan Chaoying and His Paintings, Traditional Crafts of Porce-
lain Making in Jingdezhen, A Study of Ding Ware, World-famous Ce-

ramic Art Studios, Folk Ceramic Art of Zibo among others.
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Verse in Three Characters

Chinese Folk New Year Pictures

© Xue Gang

In Ancient China with a history of several thousand years, hundreds and thou-
sands of different books had been compiled for children’s learning. Traditionally,
these books had been called as “Children’s Enlightenment Books”. Those used for
Children in elementary schools and private schools were also called as “enlighten-
ment books”. These books were not only numerous in quantity but also different in
functions, elucidating the moral principles, explaining all kinds of knowledge, nar-
rating the history, introducing poems and songs of past ages. All these books had,
however, basic functions of helping children learn Chinese characters and guiding
them to approach knowledge. Out of the enlightenment books in the past ages, the
most popular and influential were only San Zi Jin (hereinafter called as Verse in
Three Characters), Bai Jia Xing (Hundred Families Surnames), Qian Zi Wen
(Thousand-Character Text) and Qian Jia Shi (Poems of the Masters), which are
commonly known as “San, Bai, Qian, Qian” (Three, Hundred, Thousand, Thousand).
Nevertheless, Verse in Three Characters was the head of all.

There has been no definite record about the composition date and author of

Verse in Three Characters. Generally it has been thought to be the work of the




famous scholar Wang Yinglin (1223-1296) in the Southern Song Dynasty (1 127-
1279). Wang Yinglin was born in Yinxian County, Zhejiang Province. He attached
great importance to children's enlightenment education and composed various in-
fluential works, of which the Verse in Three Characters was the most popular. The
current version of Verse in Three Characters has taken an account of the history up
to the Qing Dynasty because it had been enlarged for many times in the past after
the Southern Song Dynasty.

The current version of Verse in Three Characters contains 380 lines and 1,140
Chinese characters. Though being short, it has rather abundant and extensive
contents, covering all moral principles, study methodology, common knowledge
of heaven and earth, institutions and rules, historical evolution, stories of famous
persons, etc. In view of its subject, however, it has focused on the moral education.
All the meanings of the text would conclude on teaching how to conduct oneself
and how to become a useful person and on great hopes placed on the educated.

Once coming out, Verse in Three Characters circulated widely, being used as
compulsory teaching materials for enlightenment for several hundred years and
being never surpassed by any other works. There are three reasons: (1) it placed the
ideological education in the first as well as integrated with the dissemination of
cultural knowledge. Its expression was simple and concise, cordial and natural,
and easy for acceptance. It was in a total compliance with the requirements of the
authority, teachers and parents for educating the next generation. (2) Each line
contains three characters and rhyme is applied every two lines so that it can be read

aloud and fluently to produce the strong senses and rhythm and music to suit the
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children's learning habit. (3) With flexible structures and multiple styles, it can be
used to train the children's capacity of language expressions. Therefore, it has been
favored by people of all social strata. It has been considered as an “uncommon
book for thousands of years”, as a “complete history and classic book” or even as a
“pocket encyclopedia”.

Verse in Three Characters is a representative work of the Chinese traditional
culture and a model of the world’s popular literature, from which people can expe-
rience the ideological concepts and living habits of ancient Chinese. Keeping in
line with the modern society, its content may not be totally rational or accurate. In
other words, it is even out of date and is not suitable for today’s society. Nevertheless,
it is still upholding an important role in education and a high value in culture. This
Chinese-English version of Verse in Three Characters is quite significant for intro-
ducing the ancient Chinese works on children's enlightenment to readers all over
the world. Verse in Three Characters being matched up with the Chinese New Year
pictures, each shines more brilliantly in the other’s company.

Chinese New Year pictures are an important variety of Chinese folk arts and are
called so because they are prepared and decorated for the celebration of Chinese
New Year. Chinese New Year pictures mainly exhibit day-to-day lives, fairy tales,
folklores, historical stories, etc, while their connotation is to wish for peace and
luck, praise the good and repress the bad, and suppress the evil spirit and refute
heresy, exhibiting the spiritual pursuance of common people. The famous sources
of Chinese New Year pictures include Yangliuging in Tianjin, Waugiang in Hebei

Province, Zhuxian Town in Henan Province, Weifang in Shandong Province,




Fengxiang in Shaanxi Province, Linfen in Shanxi Province, Mianzhu in Sichuan
Province, Taohuawu in Suzhou and Foshan in Guangdong Province. Though being
unique in styles, Chinese New Year pictures from different sources are all common
in image exaggeration, brilliant colors, and celebration of happy and joyful occasion.
They take the fancy of the broad masses of people.

The Chinese traditional cultures are extensive and profound, being the com-
mon spiritual fortunes of the entire mankind. We regard the publication of the book
as a contribution to the development of human spiritual civilization and wish for

the continuity of the cause.

Translated by Mao Zengyin
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At the very beginning of their life, men are naturally good. Their
natures are much the same, but their habits become widely different

due to different living environment in later days.
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EXPOSED
If there is no good childhood education, the nature will deteriorate.
The right way in teaching children is to attach the utmost importance

to the principle that one must be thoroughly engrossed.
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Taoist Master Zhang Guarding the Residence, the Qing Dynasty(1616-1911),
Taohuawu, Jiangsu Province

In the New Year (the Chinese Spring Festival) Picture, Taoist Master Zhang. in a Taoist robe,
rides a fierce tiger with an alms bowl in one hand and the book of magic figures in another. The print

is usually stuck on to a door for the purpose of avoiding evil spirits.
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Of old. the mother of Mencius moved for three times to choose a
good neighborhood. When her child would not learn, she broke the
shuttle from the loom for the purpose that she wanted to tell Mencius
that one could not become a great talent if he did not study well just

like the broken shuttle which would be no longer used for weaving.
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In the Five Dynasties, Dou Yujun. a native of Yanshan (the Swal-
low Hills) had the right method in teaching. He taught his five sons,
each of whom enjoyed the widespread reputation for their outstand-

ing achievements.
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A Tiger Dashing Down a Mountain, the Republic of China(1912-1949),

| Wugiang, Hebei Province

Titled “A Tiger Dashing Down a Mountain”, the Spring Festival Picture is the one to guard the
residence according to the Chinese customs. Originally, local people venerate tigers as both a mascot

‘ and a god of guarding against evils. By and by. it becomes a symbolic figure to guard residences,

driving out evils and avoiding disasters.
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It is the father's fault to rear children without any right teaching.

Accordingly, it is the teacher's laziness to teach without severity.
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If the child does not learn well, this is not as it should be. If he does

not learn while young. what will he be when he is grown up?
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Bao'en Temple in Suzhou, the Qing Dynasty(1616-1911), Suzhou, Jiangsu
Province

In the Qing Dynasty, women pilgrims used to go sight-seeing and burn incense in the temple on

the cighth day of August on the Chinese lunar calendar. The picture represents the social customs in

Suzhou of Jiangsu Province during those years
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It jade 1s not polished and carved. it will never become an exquis-
ite thing. It a man has never been trained. he cannot know any con-

vincing reasons,
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EXPOSED
He should attach himself to his teachers and friends when he is
young. He will also learn from others about the good manners and

practice ceremonial usages.




