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FOREWORD
Jobn S. Service

In 1942, during China’s war against Japan, I happened to be a

solitary American traveling with a party of Chinese from Cheng-
du to Lanzhou and beyond. They were officials and engineers of
the National Resources Commission, with a sprinkling of journal-
ists. All were college graduates; many had advanced degrees from
foreign study. We rode together intimately in a small bus, and our
first main objective was Hanzhong in southern Shaanxi.

Almost from the start I noticed that my companions were
having vigorous discussions that seemed to involve the old names
of various towns that our road passed through. Changing place-
names are one of the problems of Chinese history, and I paid little
attention. About the third day the discussions could no longer be
ignored. Our youngest member, the Dagong bao correspondent,
excitedly announced that the walled town we were approaching was
the site of Zhuge Liang’s “Empty City Stratagem.””! The whole area
we were passing through, it turned out, had been the scene of many
hard-fought campaigns during the wars of the Three Kingdoms.

Years before, as a boy in China, I had heard vaguely of the
famous novel. Travel in Sichuan in those days was by sedan chair.
About once an hour the bearers would set us down while they
regained strength at a tea shop. Sometimes, sitting at a small raised
table at the rear, there would be a storyteller. To my queries, my
patient father usually replied: “Probably something from Three
Kingdoms.” Also, we occasionally saw a snatch of Chinese opera.
Again, it seemed to be “‘something from Three Kingdoms.” But the
tea shop rests were brief, and missionary families did not spend
much time at the Chinese opera. Having read about King Arthur
and his knights of the round table, I decided that Three Kingdoms
must be something of the same: romantic myths of a misty
never-never land of long ago. It was startling to find that for these



THREE KINGDOMS

men of modern China it was fact and history. Furthermore,these
tales of martial valor and deepest loyalty had special relevance for
them in that time of foreign aggression—with Chinese resistance
being based on the actual area of Liu Bei’s old kingdom of Shu.

Eventually, of course, I read Three Kingdoms. It was like donning
a special pair of glasses. Our family’s life while I was growing up
in Sichuan had been dominated by the cataclysmic ebb and flow of
local warlord politics (having the misfortune to be both rich and
populous, Sichuan perhaps surpassed all other provinces as a “‘war-
lord tianxia”). Now the dramatic posturings and righteous mani-
festoes, the unending intrigues and sudden changes of alliances, the
forays and retreats and occasional battles, even the actual tactics
used—-all had a familiar ring. The whole cast of players, it seemed,
had absorbed the stories and lessons of Three Kingdoms and could
not forget them.

It was not only the warlords who found guidance and inspiration
in Three Kingdoms. After the success of the communists’ Long
March, the Guomindang spent the years from 1934 to 1937 in
largely fruitless efforts to obliterate all traces of the remnants left
behind. It is recorded that the military leader of the old Eyuwan
base area “‘was an avid reader, though not apparently of Marxist
books. His favorite works included . . . The Romance of the Three
Kingdoms. |This| he carried with him always, while fighting or
marching, and he consulted it as a military manual between
battles. 2

The Guomindang, too, was not immune. When Chiang Kai-shek
commissioned Dai Li in 1932 to set up a military secret service, he
is reported to have instructed Dai to look for an organizational
ethos in the Chinese traditional novels. Thus Dai’s organization
adopted operational techniques from the KGB, the Gestapo, and
eventually the FBI, but it was built as a sworn brotherhood devoted
to benevolence and righteousness and held together by bonds
of mutual Joyalty and obligation—with a clear model in Three
Kingdoms.?

One could go on. But perhaps I have sufficiently made the point
that Three Kingdoms continues to have vitality in Chinese attitudes
and behavior. That fact alone makes it important to us outsiders
who seek to know and understand China.
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There is another important reason, more general and nonutili-
tarian, why Three Kingdoms well merits a reading. For at least four
hundred years it has continued to be a favorite of the world’s largest
public. The literate of China read and reread 1t; those who can not
read learn it (perhaps even more intensely) from storytellers and
opera and word of mouth. It is, simply, a terrific story. Every
element is there: drama and suspense, valor and cowardice, loyalty
and betrayal, power and subtlety, chivalry and statecraft, the
obligations of ruler and subject, conflicts in the basic ties of
brotherhood and lineage. By any criterion, I suggest, it is an
important piece of world literature.

We are fortunate, therefore, to have this new complete and, for
the first time, annotated translation by Moss Roberts. Professor
Roberts has admirably preserved the vigor and flavor of the
Chinese text. His erudition and patience have produced a clarity of
language and yet enable us to enjoy the subtleties and wordplays of
the original. His translations of the poems, important in the story,
are often inspired.

Though urging the reader on, I cannot promise that it will be
an easy read. The story, admittedly, is long and complex. We are
doubly fortunate, then, that Professor Roberts has complemented
his excellent translation with background information and the
translated notes and commentary by the editor of the traditional
Chinese version of the novel. With the help of his research and the
guidance of the Chinese commentary, the way is greatly eased. Few,
I hope, will falter and thus fail fully to enjoy this absorbing,
rewarding, and majestic novel.

NOTES

1. See chapter 95.

2. My thanks to Gregor Benton of the University of Leeds, whose forthcoming
history of the Three Year War will be published by the University of California
Press.

3. Wen-hsin Yeh, “Dai Li and the Liu Geqing Affair: Heroism in the Chinese
Secret Service During the War of Resistance,’’ Journal of Asian Studies 48, (1989):
545-47.
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Liu Bei (Xuande), leader of the three oath brothers and
founder of the kingdom of Shu (the Riverlands), posthu-
mously First Ruler of the Shu-Han dynasty (r. A.D. 221-22)



Zhang Fei (Yide), the third oath brother



Diaochan, singing girl who undoes -Dong Zhuo for

Wang Yun



Lii Bu, companion to Dong Zhuo, suitor to Diaochan



Cao Cao, commander of Han forces and regent to Emperor
Xian, founder of the fief of Wei, posthumously Emperor
Wu of the Wei dynasty



