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The Sketches of the Ming and Qing Dynasties Going Abroad
— Preface to the “Three Canons of Personal Cultivation”

XN
Zhao Lihong
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“Three Canons of Personal Cultivation” is a Chinese-English
version of Chinese classical literature. In the publications of
Chinese traditional culture, this is a set of bilingual readings
with new style. It not only shows the charming world of Chinese
classics, but also provides a learning garden for English readers
who are interested in Chinese culture. Readers can read the
canons in two ways, either from Chinese to English or from
English to Chinese. Both Chinese readers who are learning
English and foreign readers who are learning Chinese are enabled
to get the pleasure of reading them.
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The Roots of Wisdom, Meditative Notes in Solitude and
Fireside Talk at Night are the three famous books successively
appearing in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) and the Qing
Dynasty (1644-1911), with subjects mainly on moral cultivation
and inspirational exhortations on doing good and working
hard, and therefore known as the “Three Canons of Personal
Cultivation” out of their unparalleled status in books of the same

kind and influence among the intellectuals and ordinary people.
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In the long history of China, cultural development of each
era has its own creative literary form and insurmountable height,
thus becoming a cultural mark of the time, the same those of the
dynasties of Ming and Qing. During more than five centuries,
the novels and fictions are of course the primary literary identity
of the dynasties, and the collections brimming with human wits
and revealing the ways of the world and the compilations of
previous classical works, ancestors’ quotes and their developed
writings must be the next. Through these works and writings,
we see clearly that the excellent literati are really the backbone
of Chinese classical culture, and that the crystallization of spirit
and emotion they created in words is one of the most vivid parts
of Chinese civilization. As the breeders of the civilization of
that times, even when the general moves were getting worse and
worse they would remain faithful to filial piety and fraternal duty;



even when in an acquisitive time they would remain indifferent
to fame and wealth; even when content with their official careers
they would remain preoccupied with the misery consciousness;
even when coming across unexpected occurrences they would
remain unruffied and take them calmly; even when the state was
in peril they would remain loyal; even when having enough food
and clothing they would remain concerned about the pain of
labor; even when living a poor life they would remain disposed
to bask in the poetic mood between mountains and rivers. —
All these refined qualities are the precious spiritual wealth the
excellent literati handed down to us later generations.
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The short sketches contained in the “Three Canons of
Personal Cultivation” are all with distinctive themes, clear-
spoken, similar in style, easy to read, and full of the rhythm of
poetry and fluency of prose. So far as the form is concerned, these
sketches belong to a kind of maxims literarily beautified with a
manner of seemingly like but actually not a poem or seemingly

) 7 BISERR.
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like but actually not a prose, normally composed of two
sentences or two paragraphs adorned with antitheses, couplets
and other rhetoric devices to achieve the beauty of balance and
harmony, and with its writing style lying between maxim and
prose. The collections with such writings are called clear-and-
upright sketches, usually there being two ways of compilation,
classified or non-classified, either freely with subject matter or
loose in layout, in which the pieces collected vary from nearly
one hundred to several hundreds, and Chinese characters used in
different pieces vary from seven or eight to more than a hundred,
and the contents arranged cover Chinese classics and folk
culture, mostly related to the sayings derived from the theories of
Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. They are short in length,
vivid in format and elegant in expression, and therefore praised
by Mr. Lin Yutang (a famous modern Chinese scholar) as “a mini-
sketch of sketches”.

‘M =FB IR RZAET ZHFEEUEFERIFF.
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BHEE, LAREMAINERIREE, NG REHEMRAEXXHHREE
LEXAERMERXLRL, MEERT Ci]—ERBERMIITtE
BHBREM— MM BRFRXFONRF, FTEEEEFREEME
WSS RIERERR, TOERT FERRXARIILE
BIAXBIR, MEARRT—EEAMESFHRIEWES, ik
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The praiseworthiness of the “Three Canons of Personal
Cultivation” is as obvious as this: instead of simply quoting the
original sayings, the three authors, by applying their rich learning
and cultivation, profound knowledge, dialectical thinking, grave
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and stern expressions, thought-provoking warning, meditative
enlightenment and self-awareness, turned out their sketches in the
least paradoxes to exemplify the extracts from the classical works
and folk culture, and gave prominence to the pieces well matched
with relevant scene, sight, circumstances, background or landscape,
thus achieving the effect of being pleasant to readers’ eyes and
minds. Their endeavors fully annotate the cultural deposits and
humanistic sensibilities of the traditional literati, and thus enable
us to have the opportunity to see a clear picture of the personal
cultivation of the ancients, and make us feel more pleasure and
intimacy than ever in reading the famous aphorisms of ancient
classics.

TR, BMAREEE LB AREMATEMRAT ( IRE ) X
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10 years ago, when Mr. Zhou Wenbiao’s The Roots of Wisdom
in Chinese-English version was about to be published by Shanghai
People’s Publishing House, I wrote a preface for him. As I know,
Mr. Zhou has been unceasingly spending most of his spare time
on translating and compiling Chinese classics in English for more
than ten years, and has made an active scrutiny into the modes of
presentation. This time, he and Baihuazhou Literature and Art Press
jointly plan to issue the “Three Canons of Personal Cultivation”
in the form of three-in-one packing, which shows how much time
and energy he has devoted in this respect. Mr. Zhou is a member
of Shanghai Writers Association, and I am proud to have such a
colleague who has been working so tirelessly to introduce Chinese
traditional culture to the world. Here 1’d like to extend my hearty
congratulations on his successful publication of the Chinese-English



006

“Three Canons of Personal Cultivation”, thinking that it is a
positive attempt for the sketches of the Ming and Qing Dynasties
to go abroad. Furthermore, I’ll look forward to seeing his more
new works to be published in the near future.

BAF.

It’s my pleasure to write this preface as above.

2018 7 B 31 HF L FH

Four-Pace Study in Shanghai
July 31st, 2018
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Introduction to Fireside Talk at Night
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It is quite a pleasure for the members of a peasant household
to sit by the fireside on winter night. Face to face, with eyes
gazing at the jack-o’-lantern, they now stay in silence by saying
nothing at all, now talk about something inappropriate at ordinary
time in a way of laughing or joking, only for the purpose of
amusing themselves and not spending the good night in dullness.
I’m in fact a farmer of literacy. By the end of the year, when
nothing is left to be undone, all my family would get together
to roast sweet potato for each other; and in case I am seized by
sudden inspiration, I would relate it orally and let my sons to
record it, and eventually creating a book titled Fireside Talk at
Night. Honestly, what contained in this book are some of my
random talks and incoherent speeches without any decoration,
many of them are the things I myself am not so confident of,
merely for the family to while away the hours in the long winter,
not worthy of any attention of outsiders. Nevertheless, it would
still be my great honor if someday my book can luckily be
rectified by a man of virtue and learning.
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The above lines are said to be the preface written by Wang
Yongbin himself, a literary man of the Qing Dynasty, for his book
of Fireside Talk at Night. With words as brief as that, it roughs
out the author’s living condition and status of the mind in the time
he wrote this book, giving birth to the ones the desire to read the
whole text immediately after they go over the preface.
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Wang Yongbin (1792-1869), styled Yishan and so called Mr.
Yishan by the locals and esteemed as the Reverend Mr. Yishan by
his descendants, went through five reigns of the Qing Dynasty in
life, namely Qianlong, Jiaqing, Daoguang, Xianfeng and Tongzhi,
and lived to the age of 78. He personally disliked the system of
imperial examination and therefore was very late recommended
as a tribute student and then nominated as an assistant editor
in charge of compiling Zhijiang County Annals, and given
the teacher’s qualification afterwards. Deeply influenced by
Confucianism, he adhered to an idea in his teaching that moral
cultivation should go ahead of cultural learning, and never
thought the imperial examination was the only purpose of study.
Meanwhile, he always paid high attention to cultivating himself

) BBLEEF



when performing education and thus set a very good example
for his disciples. In his hometown, he often rewarded those who
had done good and more often admonished those who had errors
and persisted in doing so till they had corrected them. Besides
writing and teaching, he also spent much time to read a big
variety of books including Confucian classics, historical records,
philosophical writings and miscellaneous works, especially fond
of poem chanting. Wang Baixin, one of the author’s pen friends
of the same prefecture, recorded it in his Life of the Reverend
Mr. Yishan, a Conferred Assistant Editor, saying, “Apart from
authoring books, the Reverend Mr. Yishan had a special hobby in
poem chanting, and together with Zhou Liuxi of Gao’an and Luo
Mengsheng of Yi Ling, formed a poets’ club named the ‘Three

L]

Companions of Poetic Circle’.
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Wang Yongbin advocated Confucianism all his life and
pursued the realization of immortality in cultivating virtue,
making achievements and establishing arguments. His book of
Fireside Talk at Night is chronologically listed the third one of the
“Three Canons of Personal Cultivation”, containing 184 pieces of
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sketches in all. With heavy Confucianist overtones, the book he
wrote especially emphasizes the concept of farming and reading
proposed and considered much more important than anything
else in life by Confucians. It disdains and criticizes at the same
time the metaphysics of the Seven Worthies of the Bamboo
Grove and the style and methods of those solitary recluses in the
past dynasties, and even shows little inclination to agree with
the views of Taoism, Buddhism, Moism and Yang Zhu in certain
sketches, whereby we know clearly his academic position and
opinion. But even so, the brilliance of his wisdom and humanity
in his sayings about morality, personal cultivation, learning,
contentment in poverty and devotion to the Tao, family education,
loyalty and filiality, hardworking and practicing thriftiness is in
no way diminished, and there are still many enlightenments for
contemporary readers.

2017 £ 9 BT Lis

Shanghai, China
September, 2017
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