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

IR
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
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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”.
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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



005

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.
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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 I’d like to extend my hearty
congratulations on his successful publication of the Chinese-English
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“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.

EAF

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

2018 7 B 31 HFULH

Four-Pace Study in Shanghai
July 31st, 2018
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Introduction to 7he Roots of Wisdom

I
Zhao Lihong
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The Roots of Wisdom, written by Hong Yingming in the Ming
Dynasty, is a rare book which contains abundant perspectives,
wisdom and philosophy. With its literary form embodied in maxim,
the book is composed of more than three hundred short writings,
from which there can be seen striking expressions, simply-
explained profoundness and thought-provoking substances. By
reading the book, we will be strongly impressed by the author’s
rich accumulation of the theories of the ancient sages in Chinese
history, his knowledge ranging from the thoughts of Confucius,
Mencius, Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi to the relevant doctrines involved
in Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism and Legalism, as well as his
successful exploits in extracting the essences therein and putting
them into meditation in the way of Chan. So what he presented
in his book are mostly related to the substantial issues regarding
myriad affairs of the human world, exhortations on people’s doing
good and enlightenment for them on how to determine their will,
regulate their conduct, cultivate their inner power and refine their
personal dispositions. In addition, the book also unfolds before
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our eyes a big variety of subtle views existing between the heaven
and earth. It can be said that it stops at nothing and nothing is left
out. It is because of the fantastic features manifested in its context
such as intelligent ideology, broad-mindedness, fresh extent of
wording and phrasing and enormous desirable braveries of life
that the book, during the hundreds of years of circulation, has been
not only appreciated by men of letters but also cherished by the
common people, thereby coming out as a rare book universally
welcomed. As a matter of fact, the proverbs like “One who can
endure chewing vegetable root will find nothing is difficult.”
and “Course clothes give warmth and vegetable roots fragrance,
while indulgence in study brings about lifelong benefit.” are all
considered to be the plaudits for the book.

MXAEH, BREFDEE, REONF, TEHRZSEA
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There have been many different annotations and
interpretations on the words and expressions contained in this
rare book since its appearance. The dictions used in it have been
evolved into numerous understandings all through the ages. The
implied meanings of the vocabulary have been renewed from
time to time and yet remain new to the readers of the coming
generations. Its influence has flowed widely not merely within
China but also without, wherefrom its echoes have been now and
then sounding from Japan, South Korea and Southeast Asia.Now
The Roots of Wisdom in the version of Chinese-English is about to
be published soon. I would like to take this chance to say that the
publication of the translation is a piece of good news to Chinese
readers who are now engaged in English learning and also an event
even more significant to those English-speaking people who are
interested in Chinese culture.



009

FBRFERXIREE, REFHBNTERIREHAIZIR
(EHRE=SEs0E8) (AR - BEHFER ) BFERFX, FIU
—CZIRBEPNIRERRIIDE, HABFERFAI— T,
R, BIMIRIEES (RIRIE) BiEms, iR, EES.
EXE—AEBIIFRREL, W—NPEAKR, BIFEZE, RT
RBBEN, EUITHERERNFEERERNERIER
RBHEFRRNEMRNPELERRARENT, SBEIZOE
1§, LR, BREAXIRREHIERE . 2WMAIEERATAIXAIN
EXR (FIRE) , RAMIREESFOMNER. HBE, Em
PR, EERMXAAPEHEE DB RIBER R

RAGHE

Many years ago, Mr. Zhou Wenbiao, the translator of The
Roots of Wisdom, lead an English-to-Chinese translation of The
Home Book of Quotations (compiled by Burton Stevenson)
and recompiled it single-handedly in accordance with Chinese
phonetic alphabet, and thus created a remarkable precedent for the
dictionaries of this kind in China. This time Mr. Zhou takes The
Roots of Wisdom as his new rendering which manifests again the
sense of his exertion and confidence. For having such an ancient
book translated from Chinese into English is no easy matter for
an unadulterated Chinese. To do it well there must come into
play a good command of English language and a deep, precise
understanding of Chinese traditional culture as well. So it can be
imagined that Mr. Zhou must have encountered many difficulties
in his rendering into English those old Chinese with profound
meanings of several centuries prior. Be that as it was, he was not
baffled and what he contemplated three years ago has now come
true in the very publication he presents to us. No wonder when
readers have the book in their hands there would surely well up in
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their hearts the appreciation for the translator who has done his part
in putting up a bridge to connect Chinese and English cultures.
EAF.

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

2008 £ 6 B 12 HF LBMLH

Four-Pace Study in Shanghai

June 12th, 2008
FEE.
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Translator’s Note:

Above is the preface written by Mr. Zhao Lihong, vice
president of Shanghai Writers Association, in June 2008. It’s my
honor to have his preface reused as the introduction to The Roots
of Wisdom in the publication of Chinese-English version of “Three
Canons of Personal Cultivation” issued by Baihuazhou Literature
and Art Press, and hereby to express again my heartfelt gratitude
and respect to him.



H

Contents

1. ifsrERe B /001

1. Rather stick to moral integrity than
be attached to the powerful and
influential.

2. 5HZIX FEE /001
2. Better be honest and straightforward
than scheming and calculating.

3. IDHEFEBE AR /002
3. The mind of a man should be

made open and broad, but his talents
carefully concealed.

SENLETIAE SIS /003

4. Not be sullied by extravagance
even if close to it nor resort to
intrigues even if acquainted with them.

5. BFES i3 /003
5. It is helpful to hear words

unpleasant to the ear and meditate on
things unpleasant to the mind.

6. f15=m KA—IE /004
6. Harmony and happiness are

agreeable to both Nature and human
beings.

7. H REX ZEAE /005

7. Genuine flavor only lies in light
and mild food; and a man of perfect
morality is no different from ordinary
people.

8. RATIZE A& /005
8. Keep the sense of imminence while
at leisure and while busy, be at ease.

0. BRI EE=EEH /006
9. Sit quietly in meditation, and you will

perceive both the true character and
the distracting thoughts.

10. BRIk #OREF /007
10. Stop seeking more in times of

contentment but keep going on even
if suffering setbacks.

1. ENERR  TEIEHTE /007

11. Aspiration is attained in natural
simplicity while moral integrity spoiled
in extravagance.

12. Al BUERS /008

12. In dealing with people, better be
large-minded and tolerant; and in
bestowing favors, better let them
spread far and wide.

13. BBEB—2 RE=% /008

13. Step aside one pace for others
when the path is narrow and when
you are fine fed, share three-tenths
of your food with others.

14, BUMARLE  HAINZE /009
14. Get rid of vulgarity, and you will
become a man of celebrity; decrease



002

the desires for fame and wealth, and
you will enter sainthood.

16, $k532k  FOMMA /009

15. Be chivalrous in getting along with
friends and unadorned in conducting
yourself.

16. FBfERT BHERE /010

16. Never anticipate others in seeking
wealth nor lag behind in dispensing
charities.

7. BibAE FAFS 011
17. Forbearance means superiority

and is beneficial to both others and
yourself.

18. B  18eIRId /011
18. Arrogance spoils contributions and
repentance counteracts faults.

10, EERE SRIEER /012
19. When winning a good name, do

not reap it all alone and when at fault,
do not shift responsibility onto others.

20. ThEASKEH MAIBEEFLE /012
20. Seek no perfection in personal

achievement and do just to the point
in human relationships.

210805 HEFI0 /013
21. Even temperament is superior to
meditation.

22. BohBER  mIREE /014
22. Movement harbors in stillness and

stillness in movement, and both give
rise to each other.

SR WEPXS /014

23. Be not too severe when
reproaching someone with his faults,
nor too demanding when initiating
someone into righteousness.

245885 PBEMNEE /015
24. Cleanliness often derives from dirt
and brightness always from gloom.

25 {BKIES, BIELD /016
25. Only when healthy trends are

encouraged can there emerge the
true characters from within.

26. E=1BHEbR  EESIE /016
26. Ex-post repentance dispels

infatuations and nature well preserved
begets appropriate action.

7. SR BOIRERE /017

27. Keep in mind the ambition and
statecraft to serve the country while
lodging your aspiration in the forests
and fountains.

28. TIRY TRB2ERE /018

28. To go without blame is creditable
and without others’ enmity, grateful.

29. LEDE  FEAZDHE /018

29. In performing your duties, not
be overstrained; and in dealing with
people, not be indifferent.

30. FEEMI  MERE /019

30. To judge a man is to look into his
initial intention; and to comment on a
man is to examine his integrity in his
later years.

3. EEEE EEYUE /019

31. Be generous even if you are rich
and honorable and keep your talents
obscured even if you are replete with
wisdom.

2. 8mBe L58% /020

32. Think of danger when ascending
a height and talk less to avoid
vexation.



33. }i5ThE  RIAJAR(E /021

33. One who can sever himself from
fame and wealth will overcome worldly
thoughts.

34. WIEAN HRAREE /021

34. Self-willedness harms man’s
notion, and smart aleck hinders man’s
virtue.

35. FMB—F MNiL=% /022

35. Step backward for others when on
a narrow path and give way for them
even if on an open road.

36. BN BIETF /022
36. Treat a base man with no hatred
and a worthy man with etiguette.

37. IE5i5 BB F9zis /023
37. 1t is better to leave both

righteousness and untainted name to
the world.

38. BEESEMEL TSNS /024

38. To vanquish monsters, first
vanquish the wicked thoughts in mind;
to control absurdity, first control the
internal rashness in heart.

39. HBEFH BRI /024

39. To educate disciples, it is better
to do so by setting rigid rules on their
social intercourse.

40. BREEME  IBERDIE /025

40. Do not act willfully in pursuing
material gains, nor shrink back in
seeking the truth.

M. AAREE AATHEER /025

41. In everyday life, one should be
neither too particular nor too casual—-
minded.

003

42, fBERit RANEF] /026

42. Transcend the mundane world
by not being tempted into fame and
wealth.

43. &—£u5 1B /027
43. Stand on a higher plane in pursuit

and for the sake of security, learn how
to compromise.

44 TR EBERO /027

44. Do away with fame when striving
for virtue and be wholly devoted when
resolving upon study.

45. =Bz E KZFE /028

45. A momentary slip gives occasion
to a permanent loss.

46. BARL BzKE /029

46. A rock—firm will is indispensable
in moral cultivation, so is a natural
temperament in dedication to the
country.

47. FEAHS XAFRS /030
47. A good man is always imbued

with composure, and a bad man with
a murderous look.

48. BF Lt DFEEE /030

48. An accomplished man should
do no evil on the sly if he wants to
distance calamities.

49. 21000 DEIHE /031
49. It is a misfortune to be sunk in

excessive exertions, but a fortune to
have few cares.

50. ZENFE HENE /032

50. Be upright whenever needed and
slick, when it is necessary.

51. 2R~ & ABARE /032

51. Bear not in mind the favors we
have done to others but the bounties



004

others might have bestowed on us.

52. MEZ Rk KRZFI /033

52. Never seek return for the
benefaction we have given, otherwise
winning No reputation.

53. 1E¥lxsia  J5EAI] /034

53. It is good for one to take mutual
examination and contrast others’
position with one’s own.

540 J73RI%h /034

54. Only when the heart is made clear
and pure can one start to model after
ancient sages and men of virtue.

55. XMaFBR THIZHE /035

55. Frugality makes honesty and
dullness brings sincerity.

56. FLAZA IllF{E /036

56. Studying for the purpose of
application conduces to both moral
cultivation and career development.

57. 13RI EBEASK /037

57. Only by clearing away outside
enticement can one find a straight
path to the essence of his nature.

58. HmHPELR BE4AR /037

58. As pleasure grows in suffering, so
frustration forms in contentment.

59. BREE kEHBE/038

59. Riches and honor should be
derived from the cultivation of morality.

60. 7 A178F5% /038

60. As flowers would bloom a riot of
color, so should one do good turns so
long as one lives.

61. grlkAIOB FRITRTHER /039

61. Unrestrained interest for life is
as vital as assiduous thoughts in

learning.

62. :77&FR  AAREM /040

62. Those who seek reputation are
greedy and clumsy, those who resort
to craft.

63. TEMm  TEHE /040

63. Emptiness is better than
spillage, and so is incompletion than
completion.

64. IREBIR BMEES /041
64. Uproot the lust for fame within and
dispose of influences without.

65. MR BE=EBX /042

65. An open, aboveboard mind makes
a dark room bright.

66. TELM FEILLRE /042

66. Without fame and rank one will be
free from worldly cares.

67. BN BEE/N /043

67. Vice concealed is more harmful
than that revealed, but benevolence
known by all inferior to that known to
none.

68. E&EE XIS /043

68. Get prepared for danger in times
of peace, and Providence can do
nothing against you.

69. Wiz A MEEINIL /044

69. Those who are liable to go to
extremes can hardly make any
contributions.

70. HtRskem  EA%EHRE /045
70. Keep a happy mood so as to seek

good fortune and to avoid disasters,
discard grudge and hatred.



