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Romance of the Three Kingdoms
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As a milestone in the history of Chinese literature, Romance of
the Three Kingdoms is the first Chinese novel with each chapter
headed by a couplet giving the gist of its content. It is a historical
novel set amidst the turbulent a hundred years starting from Yellow
Turban Rebellion at the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty and ending
with the reunification of the Three Kingdoms in the early Western
Jin Dynasty reflecting the political and military struggles as well as
the penetration and transformation of various social contradictions
during the Three Kingdoms era (220-280) of Chinese history.
Dealing with people’s hardships and hopes in a period of chaos and

disorder, the book portrays a group of heroes in this historic change.
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> Synopsis of Romance of
the Three Kingdoms

Romance of the Three Kingdoms was
traditionally attributed to Luo Guanzhong,
who lived in the late Yuan and the
early Ming period. Myths from the
Three Kingdoms era existed as relevant
historical data and folklore before written
compilations. The other two masterpieces,

Water Margin and Journey to the West,
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Portrait of Luo Guanzhong

Luo Guanzhong (approx.1330-approx.1400)
is extolled as a well-known Chinese novelist,
dramatist and the founder of chapter novel, that
is, traditional Chinese novel with each chapter
headed by a couplet giving the gist of its content.
He was proficient in military, psychology, strategy,
public relations and science of personnel. As one
of the few great writers of the 14th century, he
advocated national unity and traditional virtues and
hated treacherousness.
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were also compiled through eras.

Records of the Three Kingdoms
complied by Chen Shou of the Western
Jin Dynasty (265-317) was prior to the
advent of Luo Guanzhong’s Romance of
the Three Kingdoms. The major events
in Romance of the Three Kingdoms were
taken from this historical book, which was
lied much in the vivid characters sketched
in the novel. By the Southern Dynasty
(420-589) Pei Songzhi opened the way
for spreading the stories widely because
he added lots of anecdotes and notes on
Records of the Three Kingdoms. These
stories were often told by storytellers
during the Song and Yuan Dynasties (960-
1368), which contributed to spreading.
Since then, more stories related to the
history of the Three Kingdoms appeared
continually. Based on previous literary
creations, Luo Guanzhong compiled
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, the first
Chinese chapter novel.

As the first chapter novel in the
history of Chinese literature, one of the
greatest achievements of Romance of
the Three Kingdoms is among the most
beloved works of literature exerting an
ever expanding influence. The story
happened in the final years of the Eastern
Han Dynasty. The deterioration of the
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The Style of Chapter Novel

As one of the main forms of the ancient Chinese novel, the chapter novel has thousands
or even millions of words. Authors tend to divide plots with similar length into different
parts to be numbered and titled for the convenience of reading. Each chapter is titled by a
couplet containing the people, events, locations and relevant contents. Taking Romance
of the Three Kingdoms as an example, the title of Chapter One is “Three Heroes Swear
Brotherhood in the Peach Garden; One Victory Shatters the Rebels in Battlegrounds™.
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An lllustration of Romance of the Three Kingdoms
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New Year Picture Zhang Fei Fighting with Ma Chao

When Ma Chao was ordered to attack the camp of Liu Bei, Zhang Fei went out to fight. Both of them
were valiant generals. Neither of them won the battle after more than a hundred rounds of engagement.
Apprehensive for Zhang Fei's safety, Liu Bei ordered him to return the camp. Having had a break, he returned
to the battlefield again and fought with Ma Chao under the illumination of torches. This painting portrayed the

fierce fighting between Zhang Fei and Ma Chao. The right one on a black horse was Zhang Fei and the left
one on a white horse was Ma Chao. Two soldiers were carrying a lantern on each side of them.
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empire led to continual rebellions in every
corner of the nation. The three power
blocs eventually set up three states of Wei,
Shu and Wu led respectively by Cao Cao
in northern area, Liu Bei in northwest and
Sun Quan in southern area. The history
of the rise and fall of the three kingdoms
is depicted in narrative style. In addition
to battle scenes, a great number of heroic

characters are portrayed in this novel.
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Beijing Bristle Figures The Three
Brothers Fighting Against Li Bu

The Three Brothers Fight against Lii Bu
tells a story in Romance of the Three
Kingdoms. Liu Bei, Guan Yu and Zhang
Fei were valorous enough to fight against
courageous Li Bu after several major
generals were killed, which intimidated
marquises. The reputation of the three
brothers was greatly boosted after they
defeated LU Bu in this bloody battle.

The literary value of Romance of
the Three Kingdoms lies much in the
vivid characters sketched in the novel
and the intricate plot written in simple
but fascinating language; therefore, its
influence has been profound and lasting
in the history of Chinese literature. The
earliest version we can get was compiled
during the reign of Emperor Jiajing of the
Ming Dynasty (1522-1566), which was
initially published in 24 volumes and 240
chapters. Mao Zonggang and his father
of the Qing Dynasty edited the text fitting
it into 120 chapters, which has been the

most common version so far.
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Bristle Figures

The bristle figure is a unique handicraft of Beijing dating back more than 100 years of history.
The figure is generally more than 10 centimeters tall, whose framework is made of broomcorn
straws covered with colored paper (or silk) as its clothing. Its head and the holder are made
of clay. Facial makeup and costumes are painted based on different characters in a story.
Bristles in 2 or 3 centimeters long are pasted on the rim of the holder, hence its name. A few
bristle figures can form a group. Taking advantage of the elastic property of bristles, a group
of dramatic characters will dance if the edge of the copper holder is tapped. Accompanied on
voices in Peking Opera, they can act as vivid as real persons’ performance on the stage.
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Beijing Bristle Figures
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Portrait of Liu Bei

> Vying for the Throne

Such figures with different characteristics
as Liu Bei, Zhuge Liang, Guan Yu,
Zhang Fei, Zhao Yun, Cao Cao, Lii Bu,
Huang Zhong, Pang Tong, Sun Quan
and Sima Yi in Romance of the Three
Kingdoms are portrayed so vividly that a
panorama of the history from the Period
of the three Kingdoms to the Eastern
and Western Jin Dynasties is unfolded
colorfully. The writer reveals the conflict
between Liu Bei and Cao Cao, being
in favor of Liu Bei’s action, focusing
on his bloc and eulogizing its main
characters, while making supreme effort
to reprimand Cao Cao.

Liu Bei (161-223) was the emperor
who established the Shu regime during
the Three Kingdoms Period in Chinese
history. As depicted in the novel, born
of extraordinary parents, he was a

descendant of Han royalty. His father
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passed away in his early youth. He
was poor as a boy and lived on selling
shoes and straw mats. After Yellow
Turban Rebellion broke out, Liu Bei
was appointed as the county magistrate
because of his exploit in suppressing the
army of Yellow Turbans, but resigned
shortly. During the time of independent
feudal regimes, Liu Bei’s force was
weak and he had to depend on others
for living. He once sought refuge with
others without obtaining his own territory
after twists and turns. In despair, he
sought assistance from Zhuge Liang

(an outstanding statesman and strategist
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Liu Bei's Horse

This kind of horse has slots below eyes.
There are white spots on its forehead.
As the legend goes, it brought about
disaster to his master as its former
master was dead on the horseback. But
when Liu Bei riding this horse tried to
escape from killers’ chasing, it jumped
over the bottomless cliff Tanxi so that
Liu Bei survived finally.
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A Club-shaped Vase with Design of Liu
Bei Heading for Wu for Marriage (Qing
Dynasty)
Liu Bei borrowed Jingzhou from Wu as his
foothold in early time. Later when he gained
ground, he was asked to return Jingzhou several
times but Wu failed to get it back. Finally, Wu
decided to trap Liu Bei into coming to Wu so
that he was detained in exchange for Jingzhou.
When Liu Bei attended the banquet in honor
of him, out of Sun Quan's (the founder of Wu)
expectation, his mother took a fancy to Liu Bei
and announced Liu Bei and her daughter's
betrothal. In the end, Liu Bei not only remained
safe and sound but also got a beauty.
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in the Period of the Three Kingdoms).
Under his assistance, Liu Bei was
officially proclaimed emperor in 221 A.D.
Continual wars for his great cause of
unification broke out. His troops suffered
heavy losses in a battle with Wu. Shortly
after that, he died of disease.

Liu Bei is portrayed as a benevolent
emperor in Romance of the Three

Kingdom. He was humble, courteous,
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Yellow Turban Rebellion

Yellow Turban Rebellion broke out at the end of Eastern Han Dynasty under the leadership
of Zhang Jiao of Julu county (today’s Ningjin county of Hebei Province). Rebels wore yellow
turbans, hence its name.

The rebels proclaimed their doctrine among the peasants in the name of cure for disease
and preaching. The number of the followers reached more than 100,000 spreading most areas
of northern China in a decade of underground activities, In 184 A.D., Zhang Jiao ordered all his
followers to stage an uprising on March 5th. Unfortunately, the uprising was forced to be earlier
than the original schedule because a traitor let out the date of rebellion ahead of one month
before it happened. Soon after Emperor Lingdi of the Eastern Han Dynasty summoned his troops
to crack down on it in no time. The rebellion was suppressed by imperial armies and strong
landholder forces in the end.
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A Scene from Yellow Turban Rebellion
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Zhaolie Memorial Temple in Chengdu, Sichuan Province
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Zhaolie is a posthumous title of Liu Bei. This temple is set up in commemoration of deceased Liu Bei, the

emperor of Shu regime, and his prime minister, Zhuge Liang. It is the only one temple in Chinese history
in memory of both the emperor and the prime minister at the same site.
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ambitious and apt at making good use
of talents. As recorded in the book,
when Liu Bei was defeated by Cao Cao
in Xinye and he retreated to Jiangxia,
many common people threw themselves
into the lap of Liu Bei in Xiangyang.
Some persuaded Liu Bei to disregard
them and go forward. However, he was
so righteous that he could not turn the

cold shoulder on them. More than one
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hundred thousand common people with
several thousand carriages followed him.
Only several kilometers could they move
forward every day. Finally, Liu Bei was
pursued and attacked by Cao Cao. He
would rather suffer a deadly defeat than
abandon the ordinary people. What he
did won the common people’s heart.

Liu Bei succeeded in recruiting
Zhuge Liang after paying three personal
visits to seek his assistance in the great
cause of unification. As luck would have

it, he was away that day when Liu Bei,

Guan Yu and Zhang Fei first time called

Shadow Play of Liu Bei Making Three Visits at Zhuge Liang’s Thatched Cottage
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Shadow Play

Shadow play is an ancient form of storytelling and entertainment. Shadow play figures are
paper or hide cut-out figures which are held between a source of light and a translucent
screen or scrim. Figures are mostly made of cowhide, sheepskin and donkey skin which are
soaked, polished and dried to be translucent before they are hollow-out carved. Each part
of the shadow puppet including head, chest, waist, hands, legs and buttocks has to be made
separately so a complete shadow puppet has to be carved more than 3000 times. In addition,
carved figures need to be colored. To create the impression of moving humans and other
three-dimensional objects, each part is to be connected by joysticks.

« BRAY—KT
Shadow Figure Guan Yu
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Portrait of Zhuge Liang

on him. Zhuge Liang was also not in
during their second visit. Guan Yu and
Zhang Fei persuaded Liu Bei not to pay
a visit again because they considered
Zhuge Liang to have an undeserved
reputation. However, Liu Bei didn’t give
it up because he was firmly convinced
that Zhuge Liang was an intelligent and
learned scholar. He was napping at their
third time visit. Liu Bei waited outside in
case of waking him up. After testing over
and over again, he decided to follow Liu
Bei, a virtuous ruler. After that, Zhuge
Liang had extraordinary feats for Liu
Bei’s great cause of unification.

Zhuge Liang was a prime minister
of the state of Shu during the Three
Kingdoms Period of Chinese history.
He is often recognized as the greatest
and most accomplished strategist of
his era and consequently, he has set a
good and eternal example. Due to his
parents’ death, he was brought up by his
uncle. Later, he moved to Jingzhou to
escape from the harsh exigencies of war.
There, he made a living by cultivation
and reading. Liu Bei came in person to
Zhuge Liang’s reclusive place several
times to consult him the strategy to win,
which was the well-known “Three visits

at Zhuge Liang’s thatched cottage”.
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The Tapestry Portrait of Romance of the
Three Kingdoms
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Touched by Liu’s good faith and
courtesy to the wise, he accepted
Liu’s invitation to assist him. It
was a time when various political
forces were fighting with one
another to rule the whole country
in ancient China. He put forward
the strategy of taking Wu as his
alliance to be jointly against Wei;
therefore, it laid a foundation for
forming the confronting situation
of the three kingdoms.
According to the novel,
Zhuge Liang is a brilliant genius
with great strategy and wisdom.
He led Shu troop in successive
victorious battles. The battle
in Bowangpo was the first
victorious one after his assistance
for Liu Bei. At that time when
Liu Bei just organized his troop
whose military might was far
behind Cao Cao, one of Cao
Cao’s major generals Xiahou
Dun led 100,000 armies to attack Liu
Bei. Zhuge Liang was composed enough
to face the outnumbered situation. He
commanded Guan Yu and Zhang Fei to
lead a train of soldiers and horses laying
in ambush in the jungle for the enemy. A

team of the old and handicaps following
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a major general Zhao Yun fought against
Wei troop and then withdrew to lure
Xiahou Dun and his soldiers into a trap.
As soon as they went through the narrow
path, they got fire attack set by Zhang
Fei’s troop and Guan Yu’s troop from
both directions. That the uncontrollable
fire spread on the winding mountain
roads caused heavy casualties of Wei.
In addition, another troop was sent by

Zhuge Liang to burn the army provisions

at the home front of Wei army. When the
defeated Xiahou Dun fled back, all the
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The Battle of Zhuge Liang Burning
Bowangpo
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