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The Character Wan

Version 1.

Once upon a time there was a man who was quite well-off ;
but illiterate. Thus he got a tutor to teach his son how to read
and write.

Teaching his son to write Chinese characters, the teacher
said , “One stroke is the character ‘one’, two strokes are
‘two’and three strokes, ‘three.’”

After the boy knew how to write these three characters,
he threw away his brush and ran to his father. He said, “Fa-

ther, 1 now know how to write Chinese characters. The tutor

2



is no longer useful to me.” His father was very happy to hear
that and asked the tutor to leave.

A few days later his father wanted to invite a relative
named Wan to dinner in his home, and asked his son to write
an invitation card. The boy had not finished even though he
had been writing for quite a while, so his father went to hurry
him up. The boy complained, “There are a lot of family names
in the land under heaven Why does he have to be named Wan?
I have been wntmg since morning, and have only finished 500
strokes That is far from 10,000.”

Version 2.

Once upon a time there was a rich but illiterate inan who
got a tutor for his son.

The tutor started by teaching Chinese characters. “Write a
horizontal stroke and you have the character ‘one’,” the tutor
said, “two strokes, ‘two’; and three strokes, ‘three’.”

Quite satisfied after he learnt this, the boy threw his
brush and rushed to his father. “Father,” he said, “I’ve got
all there is to learn. No need for the tutor now.” His father
was so pleased that he immediately sent the tutor off.

A few days later the father wanted to invite.to dinner a
relative named Wan, a character of a dozen (now 3) strokes
which happens to mean ten thousand. He told his son to write
an invitation. The boy went to write but did not return after a
long time. Impatient to wait, his father came to hurry him up,
only to meet the complaint ; “Of all the family names why single
out Wan? Since early morning I*ve been kept busy writing
strokes, but could only finish 500, which is far from Wan(10,
000).”
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The Story of a Painter

Version 1,

The King of Qi asked a painter about the most difficult
subjects to paint. The painter replied that the most difficult
subjects to paint were ‘dogs and horses. “What are the easiest
subjects to paint?” the King asked again. “The easiest subjects
to paint,” the painter replied, “are ghosts and devils, since no-
body has seen any ghosts or devils. A person would not be able
to recognize them as ghosts or devils even if he did see them.
Since people have seen dogs and horses and are most familiar
with them, painting them to their exact likeness is rather diffi-
cult.”

The painter’s explanation may be indicative of two things.
First, the painting of ghosts, devils, exotic fowls, and strange
beasts was then very popular. Second, painters then attached
great importance to realistic painting, which was regarded as
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very difficult.

Version 2 :

A man came to the Kingdom of Qi to draw pictures for the
King and was asked by him, “What is. the most difficult to
draw?” He answered, “The dog and the horse.” The King
asked again, Then what is the eas1est7 His reply was to draw
ghosts and demo n gave the following explanatnon
The dog apd ther%orse are most familiar to man because they
can be seen everywhere. To depict thei as they are in picture
is no easy job to begin with. Ghosts and demons however, do
not aks 'Te a definite shape. Nobody is in a position to judge
becausI none has ever seen: any of them. So it is very easy for
you to draw them as you are perfectly free to do what you. like.

The artist’ s theory gave expression to two facts. It was
very popular at the time to make pictures of gods and demons,
rare fowls or e %{f it was dlso evident®that 'painters,
with full knowlleﬁ: of the thfxculty of life-like portrayal, had
attached great impoftance to realxstlc pamtmg / FT /Ml’fa I /
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