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1 The Chinese say “The young should notread Shui Hu and the old should not read San Kuo. ”
This is because the young might be charmed into being robbers and the old might be led into
deeds too vigorous for their years. For if Shui Hu Chuan is the great social document of Chinese
life, San Kuo is the document of wars and statesmanship, and in its turn Hung Lou Meng is the
document of family life and human love.
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2 The history of the San Kuo or Three Kingdoms shows the same architectural structure and the
same doubtful authorship as Shui Hu. The story begins with three friends swearing eternal
brotherhood in the Han Dynasty and ends ninety-seven years later in the succeeding period of the
Six Dynasties. It is a novel rewritten in its final form by a man named Lo Kuan Chung, thought to
be a pupil of Shih Nai’an, and one who perhaps even shared with Shih Nai’an in the writing, too,
of Shui Hu Chuan. But this is a Chinese Bacon-and-Shakespeare controversy which has no end.
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3 Lo Kuan Chung was born in the late Yuan Dynasty and lived on into the Ming. He wrote many
dramas, but he is more famous for his novels, of which San Kuo is easily the best. The version of
this novel now most commonly used in China is the one revised in the time of K’ang Hsi by Mao
Chenkan, who revised as well as criticised the book. He changed, added and omitted material, as
for example when he added the story of Suan Furen, the wife of one of the chief characters. He
altered even the style. If Shui Hu Chuan has importance today as a novel of the people in their
struggle for liberty, San Kuo has importance because it gives in such detail the science and art of
war as the Chinese conceive it, so differently, too, from our own. The guerillas, who are today
China’s most effective fighting units against Japan, are peasants who know San Kuo by heart, if
not from their own reading, at least from hours spent in the idleness of winter days or long
summer evenings when they sat listening to the storytellers describe how the warriors of the Three
Kingdoms fought their battles. It is these ancient tactics of war which the guerillas trust today.
What a warrior must be and how he must attack and retreat, how retreat when the enemy advances,

how advance when the enemy retreats — all this had its source in this novel, so well known to



every common man and boy of China.
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4 Hung Lou Meng, or The Dream of the Red Chamber, the latest and most modern of these three
greatest of Chinese novels, was written originally as an autobiographical novel by Ts’ao Hsiiech
Ching, an official highly in favor during the Manchu regime and indeed considered by the
Manchus as one of themselves. There were then eight military groups among the Manchus, and
Ts’ao Hstieh Ching belonged to them all. He never finished his novel, and the last forty chapters
were added by another man, probably named Kao O. The thesis that Ts’ao Hsiieh Ching was
telling the story of his own life has been in modern times elaborated by Hu Shih, and in earlier
times by Yuan Mei. Be this as it may, the original title of the book was Shih T’ou Chi, and it came
out of Peking about 1765 of the Western era, and in five or six years, an incredibly short time in
China, it was famous everywhere. Printing was still expensive when it appeared, and the book
became known by the method that is called in China,
“You-lend-me-a-book-and-I-lend-you-a-book”.
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5 The story is simple in its theme but complex in implication, in character study and in its
portrayal of human emotions. It is almost a pathological study, this story of a great house, once
wealthy and high in imperial favor, so that indeed one of its members was an imperial concubine.
But the great days are over when the book begins. The family is already declining. Its wealth is
being dissipated and the last and only son, Chia Pao Y1, is being corrupted by the decadent
influences within his own home, although the fact that he was a youth of exceptional quality at
birth is established by the symbolism of a piece of jade found in his mouth. The preface begins,
“Heaven was once broken and when it was mended, a bit was left unused, and this became the
famous jade of Chia Pao Yi, ” Thus does the interest in the supernatural persist in the Chinese
people; it persists even today as a part of Chinese life.



6 This novel seized hold of the people primarily because it portrayed the problems of their own
family system, the absolute power of women in the home, the too great power of the matriarchy,
the grandmother, them other, and even the bondmaids, so often young and beautiful and fatally
dependent, who became too frequently the playthings of the sons of the house and ruined them
and were ruined by them. Women reigned supreme in the Chinese house, and because they were
wholly confined in its walls and often illiterate, they ruled to the hurt of all. They kept men
children, and protected them from hardship and effort when they should not have been so
protected. Such a one was Chia Pao Y1, and we follow him to his tragic end in Hung Lou Meng.
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7 I can not tell you to what lengths of allegory scholars went to explain away this novel when they
found that again even the emperor was reading it and that its influence was so great everywhere
among the people. I do not doubt that they were probably reading it themselves in secret. A great
many popular jokes in China have to do with scholars reading novels privately and publicly
pretending never to have heard of them. At any rate, scholars wrote treatises to prove that Hung
Lou Meng was not a novel but a political allegory depicting the decline of China under the foreign
rule of the Manchus, the word Red in the title signifying Manchu, and Ling Tai Y1, the young girl
who dies, although she was the one destined to marry Pao Y1, signifying China, and Pao Ts’ai, her
successful rival, who secures the Jade in her place, standing for the foreigner, and so forth. The
very name Chia signified, they said, falseness. But this was a farfetched explanation of what was
written as a novel and stands as a novel and as such a powerful delineation, in the characteristic
Chinese mixture of realism and romance, of a proud and powerful family in decline. Crowded
with men and women of the several generations accustomed to living under one roof in China, it
stands alone as an intimate description of that life.
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8 But I can mention only a small fraction of the hundreds of novels which delight the common
people of China. And if those people knew of what I was speaking to you today, they would after
all say “tell of the great three, and let us stand or fall by Shui Hu Chuan and San Kuo and Hung
Lou Meng. ” In these three novels are the lives which the Chinese people lead and have long led,
here are the songs they sing and the things at which they laugh and the things which they love to
do. Into these novels they have put the generations of their being and to refresh that being they
return to these novels again and again, and out of them they have made new songs and plays and
other novels.
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