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ALFREDA MURCK ���À�ç

War, Strategy, and Diplomacy in 
Chinese Visual Culture†

It might be surprising that  there are not more images of combat and 
military heroes in China’s visual culture, given the frequency of war-
fare in China and the culture’s enthusiasm for the Art of War.1 Visual 
documentation of heroic acts has long been popu lar in much of the 
rest of the world, where royal and military �gures have been portrayed 
in armor and athletic men (often nude) have been shown competing 
in games and combat. China had plenty of heroic warriors, but the 
idealized man in late imperial China was the Confucian scholar (fully 
clothed), who respected decorum and hierarchy. Depiction of the 
messier aspects of war was discouraged by court rhe toric that empha-
sized peace and harmony. Government of�cials and emperors wanted 
artisans to emphasize the life- giving order that their government 
brought to the world, and some rulers dealt harshly with  those who 
displayed contrary or in�ammatory messages.2 Another reason for 
relatively few images of combat was the suspicion that portraying 
something might make it come true. A core message of the Art of War 
reinforced the propaganda of peace: if at all pos si ble, avoid warfare.

At the same time, the real ity of war in Chinese history is inescap-
able.3 This brief survey  will highlight a few visual examples of mili-
tary artifacts, stories of con�ict, and the importance of strategy.

Bronze Age

Much of what we know of early con�ict, weaponry, and armor comes 
from objects found in tens of thousands of graves and tombs. Axes, 
daggers, and blades appear alongside luxury goods in tombs dating 
from about 1500 BCE to 200 CE. A striking example is the large 
bronze axe (Fig.�1) found in a tomb of the late Shang dynasty (tradi-
tionally 1600–ca. 1050 BCE).

Through a combination of punched- out spaces and applied ele-
ments, craftsmen created a grotesque face with thick eyebrows and a 

† Written for this Norton Critical Edition.
1. Sunzi �›�€  (“Master Sun,” sometimes Romanized as Sun Tzu) is the putative author for 

what is known in Chinese as Sunzi bingfa �›�€�¥#� . Norton’s translation of that work is 
called  here The Art of War, whereas the Chinese original is called the Art of War.

2. During the �rst  century BCE, several high ministers  were forced to commit suicide or 
 were executed for their “biting satirical utterances.” See Ban Gu *�
*  et�al., Hanshu %R�(
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1970), 66.2894.

3. Peter Lorge, “Discovering War in Chinese History,”�Extrême- Orient Extrême- Occident
38 (2014): 21–46.
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toothy grin.  Because bronze was expensive, the axe’s weight conveys 
its value and, although it may have been effective in ritual decapita-
tions, it would not have been a routine weapon on the battle� eld. Foot 
soldiers typically went into  battle wielding lighter weapons, including 
dagger- axes, knives, and wooden spears.4

Hand- to- hand warfare is depicted on a � fth- century BCE ritual 
bronze vessel. Rare in bronze décor,  these  battle scenes  were carved 
in low relief into the clay molds that  were used to cast bronze ves-
sels. In a drawing of the design (Fig.�2), stick � gures on the right are 

4. On infantry weapons, see Peter Lorge, Chinese Martial Arts: From Antiquity to the
Twenty- � rst  Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) [hereafter, Lorge], 
pp.�18–22.

Figure�1. Bronze Axe, ca 1300–ca. 1030 BCE, from tomb at Sufutun, 
Yidu, Shandong Province. H. 31.8�cm., W. at edge 34.8�cm., weight 
4.7�kg. (10 lb. 5 oz.), Shandong Provincial Museum. Image courtesy of 
The Granger Collection Ltd.

Figure�2. Detail of drawing of décor on Hu vessel from Tomb M10, Bai-
huatan, Chengdu, � fth  century BCE.  After Wenwu 1976.3� pl. 12. 
Reproduced with permission.
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engaged in a naval  battle. On the left, �gures are assaulting a walled 
town. Weaponry includes spears, dagger- axes, halberds, swords, and 
bows and arrows. Schematic and impersonal,  these �gures appear 
on several vessels in dif fer ent combinations, and indeed fragments 
of pattern blocks with such activities have been found at the site 
of a bronze foundry at Houma, Shanxi, suggesting that the designs 
 were used more than once.5

The bronze décor of  battle scenes is a reminder of the competition 
for territory during the aptly named Warring States period (Zhanguo, 
475–222 BCE). For over two centuries, seven major kingdoms fought 
for supremacy. Eventually the state of Qin overcame the  others, 
and its leader, Ying Zheng (259–210 BCE), proclaimed himself Qin 
Shihuang, First Emperor of Qin, in 221 BCE. Thereafter, what he 
feared most was death. He meticulously planned for the continua-
tion of his life both above ground and below.

An Under ground Army

Well before his death, Qin Shihuang oversaw the design of an under-
ground world �t for his next existence. His spectacular mortuary 
compound included a tomb (not yet excavated) that was said to repro-
duce the topography of his empire with rivers of mercury and moun-
tains of bronze.  Today it is still topped by a man- made mountain. To 
its east is the now- famous army of terracotta warriors  housed in four 
under ground pits. In pit number one (Fig.�3), almost 7,000 life- size 
soldiers are poised to assault an  enemy. At the fore are three rows of 
standing, unarmored bowmen and crossbowmen, originally carry ing 
real weapons. Unencumbered by heavy armor, they would comprise 
the nimble, fast- moving vanguard. They are followed by eleven col-
umns of armored warriors and chariots. Chariot  drivers wear extra- 
long armor; two warriors with  either mêlée weapons or bows rode 
with them. The entire army is protected on the �anks by lines of 
soldiers facing outward. At the west end, three ranks of soldiers form 
a rearguard, with the last row facing west. The rest of this calm and 
con�dent array  faces east, perhaps intended to intimidate the Qin 
dynasty’s potential enemies.6 The Qin empire survived its founder by 
only three years. Rebels from his own state broke into pit number 
one, looted the weapons, and set it ablaze. Although the Qin dynasty 
was short- lived,  there continued a legacy of protecting tombs and 

5. Alain Thote, “Intercultural Relations as Seen from Chinese Pictorial Bronzes of the
Fifth  Century� B.C.E.,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 35 (Spring 1999): 10–41.
More battle- scene décor may have been lost when bronze vessels  were melted down for 
recasting in other forms.

6. As The Art of War, Chapter�7, says, “Do not intercept an  enemy whose array of banners 
is perfectly uniform. Do not attack an  enemy whose �ags are in perfect order and
whose formations are disciplined.”
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Figure�3. Terracotta soldiers and  horses, pit number one, late third  century 
BCE, Qin Shihuang mortuary complex, Lishan, Shanxi Province. Repro-
duced with permission.

repulsing malevolent forces. The tomb of the Han dynasty emperor 
Jingdi (r. 156–141 BCE) included some 40,000 terracotta �gures, 
albeit about one- third the scale of Qin Shihuang’s soldiers, but their 
silk garments may have made them just as costly to produce. For 
centuries thereafter fantastic guardian �gures  were placed in tombs 
to protect the occupants and to ward off evil in�uences (Fig.�4).

Re�ning Skills through Hunting and Contests

Hunting was ideal for training soldiers. Transferable skills included 
riding  horses, shooting arrows at moving targets from  horse back, 
setting traps, and coordinating maneuvers such as �ushing out 
game. Sports also created training opportunities for soldiers. Kick-
ball, in which the object was to keep the ball in the air, was good for 
developing agility. Athletic competitions such as archery, chariot 
driving, wrestling, tug- of- war, and dragon- boat racing sprang from 
military training and became popu lar public entertainments.7 In�u -
enced by classical re spect for ritual and harmony, archery evolved 
from a competitive sport to a demonstration of self- control, sometimes 

7. In some regions, military competitions  were justi�ed as a way to drive off evil in�u -
ences and became public spectacles. The foreign game of polo, on the other hand, was 
an elite sport practiced by court and military. Andrew Chittick, “Competitive Specta-
cle during China’s Northern and Southern Dynasties: With Par tic u lar Emphasis on
‘Dragon’ Boat Racing,” Asia Major 23/1: 65–85. In Asian Games: The Art of Contest 
(New York: Asia Society, 2004), editors Colin Mackenzie and Irving Finkel, along with 
eight other authorities, provide accounts of Indian, Chinese, and Japa nese games
ranging from card and board games to polo and kickball.
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requiring archers to shoot in time to  music.8  Mental focus and com-
posure  were equally impor tant for board games.

The earliest popu lar board game was liubo (literally “six sticks”), 
which began as a method of astrological divination. It then devel-
oped hand in hand with the planning of military attacks, which 
depended upon calculating auspicious times and weather as guided 
by the starry heavens. Many tombs of the Western and Eastern Han 
dynasties (206 BCE–220 CE) have yielded pairs of ceramic � gures 
such as the two men sitting opposite each other at a liubo board 
(Fig.�5). Six two- sided sticks, not preserved in the set shown  here, 
 were tossed to determine the movement of the game pieces. The man 
on the left calmly contemplates the board while his opponent opens 
his mouth in delight or exasperation, his spread hands suggesting 
that he has just tossed the six sticks. Popu lar through the late West-
ern and Eastern Han dynasties, liubo gave way to the more compli-
cated game of weiqi (in Japa nese, “Go”).

Like liubo, weiqi was a board game played by two competitors. 
Hundreds of stone markers and grids of 17 �  17 lines (and  later 19 �  19) 

8. Peter Lorge explains how self- discipline in archery became a way to evaluate men for
government of� ce in Chinese Martial Arts, pp. 38–43.

Figure�4. Pair of spirit tomb guardians, mid- eighth  century, Tang 
dynasty (618–906). Earthenware with silver, gold, and painted decora-
tion. Prince ton University Art Museum, purchase Fowler McCormick, 
Class of 1921 Fund (2001-215.1-2). Reproduced with permission. Image 
courtesy of Art Resource.
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Figure�5. Men playing “six sticks” (liubo). Han dynasty, � rst  century 
BCE– � rst  century CE, earthenware with pigment, H. 35.1�cm �  34.6�cm. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Charlotte�C. and John�C. Weber, 
1992.165.23. Reproduced with permission. Image courtesy of Art Resource.

yielded millions of pos si ble moves. Requiring careful strategy, the 
goal was to surround (wei 
= ) the most territory on the board. 
Although not as dif� cult as weiqi, mah- jongg, with its 136 tiles, 
involves similar strategic calculations. The Communist leader Mao 
Zedong (1893–1976) enjoyed playing mah- jongg and admonished his 
personal physician, Li Zhisui (1919–1995), who had never played, not 
to dismiss the game. Mao noted that each of the four players has to 
keep track of all the tiles on the  table: “You have to observe how the 
 others are playing and put all this complicated information together 
to calculate the possibility of winning and losing.”9 Dr.�Li did not dis-
pute Mao’s skill as a strategist and mah- jongg player, but concluded 
that his tactical brilliance came from reading the Art of War, Chinese 
history, and Romance of the Three Kingdoms, which brings us to the 
enduring fascination with the  battles, stratagems, and heroes of the 
Three Kingdoms era.

The Three Kingdoms in History and Fiction

As the Eastern Han dynasty was dissolving in the second  century 
CE, regional warlords competed for control. Three power ful 
states— Wei, Shu, and Wu— emerged to contend for the empire. 

9. Li Zhisui, The Private Life of Chairman Mao, trans. Tai Hung- chao (New York: Ran-
dom House, 1994), p.�83.
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Commanding Wei in the north  were Cao Cao (ca. 155–220 CE)1 
and his son Cao Pi (187–226). Shu, in the west, was led by Liu Bei 
(161–223), who claimed descent from the Han imperial clan and 
thus legitimacy. Liu Bei enlisted the help of the bellicose general 
Guan Yu (165–220),  later dei�ed as the God of War, as well as the 
strategists Zhang Fei (167–221) and Zhuge Liang (181–234). Wu, in 
the south, was ruled by Sun Quan (182–252), who relied on the 
general Zhou Yu (175–210) for strategy.

Of�cial histories recount the  battles that resulted in Wei’s con -
quest of Shu in 263, the usurpation of Wei’s authority by the newly 
formed Jin dynasty in 265, and the defeat of Wu in 280. The mod-
ern perceptions of that turbulent era cannot be disentangled from 
the legends, folktales, and operas that Luo Guanzhong (active late 
14th�c.) combined with his own ironic interpretations in the m as-
terful novel Sanguo yanyi �9
;%D5Ù (Romance of the Three King-
doms). In Luo’s narrative, the major personalities have strengths 
and �aws: Cao Cao is heroic but guilty of multiple atrocities; Liu 
Bei is compassionate and moral, but indecisive; Zhang Fei is fear-
less but dangerously impulsive; Zhuge Liang is calm and farsighted 
but excessively arrogant; Zhou Yu is talented but prone to self- 
destructive jealousy.2

Of�cial histories describe Zhuge Liang as intellectually clever 
and a �ne bowman, disciplined and strict with  those he trained in 
military arts. His reputation for po liti cal acumen convinced Liu Be i 
that he was essential for reuni�cation of the country. When Zhuge 
was only twenty- seven years old, Liu Bei persuaded him to join the 
cause.3 In movies, TV dramas, cartoons, comic books, and video 
games,  these historical personalities have been further embellished 
and re imagined, with Zhuge Liang the most glamorized. In Japa-
nese video games based on The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, 
such as rotk 13, artists have made Zhuge Liang young, handsome, 
and alert. Wearing an impeccably white robe that represents his 
purity and a Daoist hat, he typically carries a fan made of crane 
feathers.

Part of Zhuge’s legend revolves around the “eight- formation dia-
gram” (ba zhen tu �›L“
F ), which is mentioned in passing in his 

1. For information on Cao Cao and his commentary on the Art of War, see the essay by
Trenton Wilson in this Norton Critical Edition.

2. Luo Guanzhong’s ironic treatment of personages and events is detailed in Andrew�H.
Plaks, The Four Masterworks of the Ming Novel (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press,
1987) [hereafter, Plaks], pp.�399–476.

3. Hoyt�C. Tillman describes the apotheosis of Zhuge Liang from able prime minister and 
military strategist to the lofty status of a sage in “Historic Analogies and Evaluative
Judgements: Zhuge Liang as Portrayed in Chen Shou’s ‘Chronicle of the Three King-
doms’ and Pei Songzhi’s Commentary,” Oriens Extremus 43 (2002): 60–70.



Chinese Visual Culture 197

of�cial biography. 4 More than a  century  after Zhuge Liang’s death, 
the Eastern Jin general Huan Wen (312–373), on a trip up the Yangtze 
River, saw some sixty boulders in the shallows above the Three 
Gorges. Vis i ble only when the river was low, the smooth, evenly spaced 
boulders begged for an explanation of an intelligent plan. Huan Wen 
 imagined that they  were Zhuge’s eight- formation diagram.5

So what did this geological rarity actually look like? The boul-
ders  were prob ably a moraine left  behind by a receding glacier at 
a bend in the Yangtze River called Fish Return, near White 
Emperor City. The poet Du Fu (712–770) wrote poems about the 
“eight- formation” boulders at Fish Return. Statesmen Su Shi 
(1037–1101) and Su Zhe (1039–1112) scrambled up a hill to look 
down on the array. In Su Shi’s hyperbolic description, the forma-
tion stretched for a thousand feet, and all rocks appeared to be 
round and identical.6

In the novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Zhuge’s eight- 
formation diagram appears twice. In Chapter�84, Luo Guanzhong 
has Zhuge and his men arrange boulders in the shallows of the Yang-
tze River into a confounding maze with eight gates, whose stones 
emit a mysterious vapor and can mutate in�nitely. He named the 
eight shifting openings  after a “Taboo Day” formula: Desist, Survive, 
Injure, Confound, Exhibit, Perish, Surprise, and Liberate.7 The 
endless, mysterious transformations suggest that the author was 
playing with popu lar notions of the eight trigrams of the ancient div-
ination manual, the Book of Changes (Yi Jing �C3Ã). In chapter�113 
of the novel, the Shu army takes the �eld according to Zhuge’s eight- 
formation diagram. Luo Guanzhong again gave each array an addi-
tional name: Heaven, Earth, Wind, Cloud, Bird, Serpent, Dragon, 
and Tiger.8 Such a maze- like con�guration is featured in John Woo’s 
2008 epic �lm Red Cliff (Fig.�7). The idea of the eight- formation 
diagram thus evolved from a single cryptic mention in Zhuge Liang’s 
biography, to Huan Wen’s identifying it with a geological deposit of 
boulders, to Luo Guanzhong in�ating it to a mesmerizing maze and 
confounding military maneuvers.

Zhuge Liang’s tactical creativity is accentuated in chapter�46 of 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Zhuge is collaborating with Zhou 

���� Chen Shou L£�- , comp., Sanguo zhi �9
;��  (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1959), 35.927.
���� He praised the array of rocks as “beyond fathoming.” See Fang Xuanling �o)́ U‘ , Jinshu

�y�(  (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), 98.2569.
���� Su Shi <7E. and �,�P�O�H��Fanli �„��/Þ , Su Shi wenji <7E.�·Lö , vol. 5 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,��

1992), 65.2018. The moraine is now  under  water due to the Three Gorges Dam.
���� Luo, Guanzhong, and Moss Roberts. Three Kingdoms: A Historical Novel (Berkeley:��

University of California Press, 2014) [hereafter, Three Kingdoms], chapter�84, p.�362.
���� Three Kingdoms, chapter�113, p.�483. �5�I�F���$�I�B�O�H�F�T�
���Blso known as the I ching, as in the

Princet on University Press translation by Richard Wilhelm (1968),��whose German 
translation was rendered into En glish by Carl�F. Baynes.
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Yu to defeat their mutual  enemy, Cao Cao. Jealous of Zhuge’s tal-
ent, Zhou makes several attempts to kill him. In one such attempt, 
Zhou Yu gives Zhuge an impossible order: Assem ble 100,000 arrows 
within ten days. Failure means death. Zhuge calmly accepts the 
challenge and says he needs only three days. He secretly prepares 
twenty boats with bundles of straw on port and starboard, plus 
defensive screens. Before dawn of the third day, the boats, loosely 
tied together, cross the river in a thick fog. When opposite Cao 
Cao’s  great � eet of ships, which are being readied for an attack, 
Zhuge’s crews yell and beat drums. Fearing an ambush, Cao  doesn’t 
send ships into the fog. Instead, he has archers � re on the unseen 
 enemy. Arrows rain down, lodging in the bundles of straw. The pad-
ded boats turn around and catch more arrows before sailing away. 
The more than 100,000 arrows “borrowed” from Cao Cao  will soon 
be � red back at him.

This famous story is commemorated with a con temporary twist 
in a mixed- media installation by Chinese artist Cai Guo- Qiang 
(b. 1957). Created in New York in 1998, Borrowing  Enemy Arrows 
features a wooden � shing boat literally bristling with arrows (Fig.�7). 
At the stern, a bright- red Chinese national � ag � utters in the 
breeze of an electric fan. The � ag implies that modern China has 
“borrowed” Western knowledge and technologies to use to its own 
advantage.

Below we  will look at other illustrations of the Three Kingdoms 
 battle stories. But � rst it is impor tant to remember that it was 
manuscripts that transmitted accounts of war and con� ict. Such 
handwritten works included of� cial histories, memoranda to the 
throne, private histories, and poetry. An extraordinary example is 

Figure�6. Screen shot, maze inspired by Zhuge Liang’s eight- formation 
diagram in John Woo’s epic � lm Red Cliff (2008).
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Yan Zhenqing’s (709–785) draft eulogy recounting a massacre in 
756 CE.

A Tang Dynasty (618–907) Military Disaster

Much of the  Art of War gives a sense of con�dence: conduct war 
properly and victory  will be yours, but the Art of War also cautions 
that in unpredictable circumstances initial successes can quickly 
turn into tragedy. In the summer of 756, the renegade general An 
Lushan (d. 757) was aiming to overthrow the Tang dynasty and 
found a new dynasty. The loyal Tang statesmen Yan Zhenqing and 
his cousin Yan Gaoqing (692–756) bravely fought and initially 
defeated the rebels and stalled their advance through deception. 
They further led troops to take back control of the Tumen Pass, cut-
ting off the rebel army’s main supply line. Alarmed by the Yans’ 
successes, An Lushan ordered his armies to assault the nearby walled 
city of Changshan, where Yan Gaoqing administered the command-
ery. Attacked from dif fer ent sides, unprepared for a siege, and 
unaided by loyalist forces in nearby Taiyuan, Changshan held out 
for six days before surrendering. The population was massacred. Yan 
Gaoqing was taken before An, who had him cruelly executed, his 

Figure�7. Cai Guoqiang (born 1957), Borrowing  Enemy Arrows (1998), 
mixed media installation: wooden boat, canvas sail, arrows, metal, robe, 
Chinese �ag, and electric fan. Museum of Modern Art. Gift of Pat ricia 
Phelps de Cisneros in honor of Glenn�D. Lowry. Reproduced with per-
mission of Cai Guoqiang Studio. Image courtesy of Art Resource.
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tongue cut out and body publicly dismembered. Yan Gaoqing’s son 
Yan Jiming was captured and beheaded.

Eventually,  after Changshan was retaken by Tang forces, Yan 
Ji ming’s head was delivered to Yan Zhenqing, who drafted a eulogy 
to be read to his nephew’s spirit. Remarkably, the draft in Yan’s own 
hand is still extant (Fig.�8). Remembering the events, Yan Zhenqing 
was burdened with guilt: he survived while his cousin, nephew, and 
nearly the entire populace of Changshan had perished. In the eulogy, 
Yan announces the date, his name and titles, and the sacri� ces of 
wine and delicacies prepared for the ser vice. He continues:

Your  father, always faithful, was commandery governor in 
Changshan. I, for my part, by imperial command, was at 
Pingyuan. My dear  brother sent word with you to me. You had 
already returned when Tumen Pass was opened, but with the 
opening of Tumen Pass, the villains feared they would be 
pressed on all sides. A traitorous of� cial [Wang Chengye] failed 
in the rescue, and so the isolated city was besieged and com-
pelled to submit. The  father was captured, the son was killed; 
the nest tipped and the eggs spilled. Heaven does not regret 

Figure�8. Yan Zhenqing (709–785), Draft of Eulogy for Nephew Jiming, 
detail, dated 758, handscroll, ink on paper, 28.2 �  75.5�cm. National 
Palace Museum, Taipei. Reproduced with permission.
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calamities, and yet who but it could cause such suffering? I 
remember how you met with your cruel death, but how could 
we ransom all  those  people? Alas, how I grieve!

 After [your  brother] located me and Changshan had been 
retaken, he retrieved your encof�ned head and has now returned 
together with it. The memory of your destruction was revived 
in me and the shock of grief in my heart and my face is just as 
it was on that distant day. I send this announcement to your 
abode in the netherworld, that your spirit may have knowledge 
of it. Do not weep  there long. Alas, how I grieve! May you accept 
this offering.9

As he drafted the eulogy, Yan had dif�culty describing the negli-
gence that “tipped the nest and spilled the eggs.” Amy McNair 
explains that Yan wrote and then crossed out the line “A traitorous 
of�cial contained his forces and failed in the rescue.” Holding back 
his loyalist troops when a city was threatened was unconscionable. 
Yan then wrote, “A traitorous of�cial contained . . . ,” but, horri�ed 
at the thought of what Wang Chengye had done, Yan blotted out 
the word “contained” and explic itly condemned the man who  ought 
to have come to the rescue of Changshan: “A traitorous of�cial failed 
in the rescue, and so the isolated city was besieged and compelled 
to submit.”

Although not conventionally beautiful, the eulogy was written by 
a master calligrapher, who brushed power ful, well- formed charac-
ters despite his anguish and the speed with which he wrote. We can 
see where his brush went dry and was reinked; we can follow his 
con�icted thoughts as he strug gles with the message.  These quali-
ties of sincerity and spontaneity generated deep admiration and 
praise over the centuries.

Remembering the  Battle at the Red Cliff

The  battle at Red Cliff (C”�ñ�{�`  Chibi zhi zhan), which took place 
in the winter of 208–209 CE, is surely the most famous military 
confrontation of the Three Kingdoms era, if not of all Chinese his-
tory. Following the Art of War on the utility of �re attacks, Zhou 
Yu, the military strategist mentioned above, sent blazing boats into 
Cao Cao’s superior �eet, totally destroying it. Centuries  later, in 1082, 
Su Shi wrote two prose poems recalling the crushing defeat at Red 
Cliff. The �rst, Rhapsody on Red Cliff, is a meditation on life, 

9. Amy McNair, The Upright Brush: Yan Zhenqing’s Calligraphy and Song Literati Politics 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1998), pp.�44–45 (trans. mod.).
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mortality, and chance.1 Second Rhapsody on Red Cliff is darker and 
seems to convey veiled criticism of the Song dynasty’s war with the 
Tangut Xi Xia empire to their north, and in par tic u lar, the disas-
trous loss a month before at Yongle Fort (Yongle cheng "h 2
þ ). For 
the educated elite, Su Shi’s rhapsodies added literary, philosophi-
cal, and po liti cal dimensions to the Red Cliff  battle.

In the early 1120s, the � rst illustration of Su’s second rhapsody 
was painted.2 From then to the pre sent day, thousands of transcrip-
tions and illustrations of Su’s rhapsodies have been brushed on silk, 
paper, and porcelain and carved into every thing from lacquer and 
jade to fruit pits. The version by Xie Shichen (1487–ca. 1561) 
(Fig.�9) is representative of the scholar- elite’s understated approach. 

1. Su Shi, “Chibi fu ” C”�ñC�  and “Hou chibi fu ” �¼C”�ñC� , Su Shi wenji, pp.�5–8. “Red Cliff 
Rhapsodies, 1 and 2,” in Victor�H. Mair, The Columbia Anthology of Traditional Chi-
nese Lit er a ture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), pp.�438–42. Ronald�C.
Egan discusses the � rst Rhapsody on Red Cliff as well as Su Shi’s admiration for Zhou
Yu in Word, Image, and Deed in the Life of Su Shi (Cambridge, MA: Harvard- Yenching 
Institute, 1994), pp.�221–28.

2. Qiao Zhongchang, Illustration to the Second Prose Poem on the Red Cliff, handscroll,
ink on paper, early 12th�c., Nelson- Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City. For the full
scroll, go to https:// scrolls . uchicago . edu / view - scroll / 232.

Figure�9. Xie Shichen (1487–ca. 1561), Outing to the Red Cliff, dated 
1558, ink and blue wash on silk, handscroll, 23 �  75.5�cm. Detail. Freer 
Gallery of Art. F1980.114. Reproduced with permission.
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3. In the historical sources, Zhou Yu is given full credit for the � re tactic ( Plaks, p.�449).
In Luo Guanzhong’s novel, Zhuge also or ga nized ground troops to ambush Cao and his 
� eeing soldiers.  These rituals predate Daoism, but Luo Guanzhong describes them as
Daoist.

�'�J�H�V�S�F�� �������� �i�#�B�U�U�M�F�� �P�G�� �U�I�F�� �3�F�E�� �$�M�J�G�G�
�w�� �B�G�U�F�S�� �G�B�D�T�J�N�J�M�F�� �P�G�� �;�I�J�[�I�J�� �S�F�J�H�O��
�	���������o���������
�
�� �J�M�M�V�T�U�S�B�U�F�E�� �F�E�J�U�J�P�O�� �P�G���1�P�Q�V�M�B�S�� �4�U�P�S�J�F�T�� �P�G�� �U�I�F�� �5�I�S�F�F��
�,�J�O�H�E�P�N�T�
���:�V�B�O�� �;�I�J�[�I�J�� �C�F�O�� �R�V�B�O�Y�J�B�O�H�� �Q�J�O�H�I�V�B�� �4�B�O�H�V�P�� �[�I�J�� �	�)�P�O�H��
�,�P�O�H�����;�I�P�O�H�X�B�J���1�V�C�M�J�T�I�F�S�T�
�����������
�
���Q�������������3�F�Q�S�P�E�V�D�F�E���X�J�U�I���Q�F�S�N�J�T�T�J�P�O����

�*t can be viewed as a delightful moonlit outing with friends, but 
with knowledge of the original  battle and the military disasters of 
Su Shi’s time, the calm depiction can become a meditation on 
history and loss.

In contrast to Xie’s elegant, restrained approach to Su Shi’s recol-
lection, even before the Romance of the Three Kingdoms was pub-
lished, artisans  were illustrating  fabled  battle stories in woodblocks. 
In contrast to Xie Shichen’s elegant, restrained approach to Su 
Shi’s recollection of the Red Cliff  battle, commercial book illustra-
tions tended to be vivid and violent. In  Yuan dynasty 
woodblock editions thought to date to the early 1330s, 
illustrations appear above the text (Fig.���1��). In   these popular 
versions, Zhou Yu and Zhuge Liang collaborate: Zhou plans the 
naval attack and Zhuge performs Daoist rituals. Pictured at the 
right, Zhuge Liang has let down his hair and brandishes a sword 
as he cleanses the site and summons the wind.3 The wind billows 
his sleeves, bends trees, and carries fla����mes t o Cao Cao’s 
�Coats. After the novel was published, pictorial editions 
proliferated. In a late sixteenth  century edition, illustrators 
made Cao’s defeat at the Red Cliff still more dramatic 
(Fig.�1��). Arrows are flyi ng, �������G�Mames are leaping; wounded 
soldiers are falling overboard and drowning. The heaviest 
casualties,  those on the right- hand page, are clearly Cao’s troops. 
The graphic wood-block prints, like some of  today’s graphic 
novels, did not require readers to recall history or even to 
be very literate to enjoy the minimally- captioned illustrated 
stories.

alfreda
Pencil

alfreda
Pencil
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4. The Art of War, Chapter 13,  estimates the cost in pieces of gold per day, then adds the
cost of  house holds kept from productive agricultural work.

Figure���11.  Battle of the Red Cliff, “Newly Proofed Edition of the 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms,” published in 1591. �/�B�U�J�P�O�B�M��
Library of Co�M�M�F�D�U�J�P�O, �#�F�J�K�J�O�H��

Diplomacy in the Song Dynasty (960–1279)

The Song dynasty suffered almost continuous confl i��ct with their 
northern neighbors, the Tangut Xi Xia and the Khitan Liao. �5he 
Art of War advises  those in charge to remember that  because the 
�  nancial and social costs of war are high, a sovereign should exhaust 
 every diplomatic effort before taking his country to war.4 The Song 
dynasty negotiated several successful treaties. Consider the contro-
versial Shanyuan Covenant, which in 1005 conceded to the Khitan 
Liao a strategically impor tant territory, the Sixteen Prefectures. 
In  addition, the Song agreed to send the Liao annual tribute of 
200,000 bolts of raw silk and 100,000 taels of silver. Throughout 
the eleventh  century, many members of successive Song courts 
expressed exasperation with the costly concessions, but in actuality 
the tribute bene�  t� �ed not only the Liao, but also the Song, which 
gained increased revenues from border trade and a  century of rela-
tive peace.
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The Art of War also insisted that winning  every  battle is not 
the “best pos si ble outcome”: “Best is to subdue the  enemy’s troops 
without ever engaging them on the battle� eld.”5 A twelfth- century 
handscroll (Fig.� 12) celebrated this nonviolent military success, 
recalling a gutsy  gamble by the Tang dynasty general Guo Ziyi (697–
781), who led armies in key victories early in the An Lushan Rebel-
lion. Eight years  later, in 765, he was called upon again, when a 
co ali tion of several hundred thousand Tibetans, Uyghurs, Qiang, 
and mountain bandits swept south, plundering towns and seizing 
territory around the capital of Chang’an. General Guo was ordered 
to rescue nearby Jingyang #·L­ , which was then surrounded by 
Uyghurs. How was his contingent of 10,000 men  going to overcome 
an army thirty times as strong?  Because eight years  earlier he had 
commanded the Uyghur of� cers when subduing An Lushan’s rebels, 
Guo proposed to talk peace with them. Rejecting the argument that 
the “barbarians” could not be trusted, Guo rode into their camp 
unarmed. As he hoped, the Uyghur general Yao Geluo warmly wel-
comed him, shared wine, and exchanged gifts. Once Yao became an 
ally, he turned against the rebels, who  were quickly dispersed. The 
threat to the capital was resolved.6

Guo’s arrival at the Uyghur camp is the central event in the 
handscroll, which, in Chinese, is titled Without Helmet (mian zhou 

5. The Art of War, Chapter 3.
6. Sima Guang, Zizhi tongjian B÷"ëFJJ• (Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance), 

1084 (Ctext: https:// ctext . org / wiki . pl ? if���gb&res���745983), citing juan 223.95.

Figure�12. General Guo Ziyi Meeting the Uyghurs, formerly attributed 
to Li Gonglin, handscroll, Southern Song, ink on paper, 32.3 �  223.8�cm. 
Detail. National Palace Museum, Taipei. Reproduced with permission.
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�}�Á ), highlighting Guo’s bravery. In front of Guo, Yao Geluo goes 
down on one knee, steadying himself with his left hand. Guo grasps 
Yao’s right wrist and motions for him to rise. Said to have been an 
imposing �gure well over six feet tall, Guo Ziyi does not wear a 
military uniform, but a scholar’s robe with jade  belt and cloth cap. 
In contrast to Yao’s elaborate armor, Guo’s  simple yet elegantly 
draped robe and his embroidered boots mark him as a scholar of 
re�ned taste, unarmed and nonthreatening. Guo’s superiority is 
further proclaimed in his slender �n gers that contrast with Yao’s 
stubby �n gers and dirty nails. To the right, �ve Uyghur command-
ers have dismounted and are shown kowtowing or kneeling and 
bowing. Peaked caps, hooked noses, large mouths, prominent chins, 
and whis kers communicate “barbarian” ethnicity. This painting 
depicts the encounter from a Chinese point of view, working old alli-
ances and justifying bold negotiations, rather than plunging head-
long into  battle. Song leaders discovered the limits of diplomacy, 
however, when the dynasty was overwhelmed by Mongol forces in 
the thirteenth  century.

The Mongol Yuan Dynasty (1272–1368): Allusive Predation

Rather than depicting or naming it explic itly, artists and patrons 
often referred to con�ict through punning, allegory, and meta phor, 
or by specifying a  battle site or a signi�cant date. The hanging scroll 
Hunting Falcon Attacking a Swan (Fig.�13) captures the Art of War’s 
meta phor on the importance of timing: “A down swoop by a bird of 
prey can destroy the victim,  because of the timing.”7 In the paint-
ing, the falcon’s beak is slightly open, as it folds its wings and dives 
 toward the swan. Ribbons �ying from the predator’s talons show 
that this is someone’s hunting bird. With feet wheeling, the swan 
scrambles to get out of harm’s way. This dramatic picture is a sensi-
tive study of nature, designed with crisscrossing diagonals. In Chi-
nese color symbolism, white is nobler, cleaner, and purer than black. 
(Note that following convention, Zhuge Liang and Guo Ziyi are 
shown wearing white robes.) The whiteness of both the swan and 
the plum blossoms that grow on the left thus signal a degree of supe-
riority. Given the readiness with which pictures  were interpreted alle-
gorically in the visual culture of the time, it is easy to imagine that 
Mongol rulers and ordinary  people could equate this scene with 
events in the  human world, even if their sympathies might be dif-
fer ent for the attacker and victim.

What should we make of the painting of myna birds ripping vege-
table leaves (Fig.�14), and how could it possibly relate to  battles? Poetic 

7. The Art of War, Chapter 5.
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Figure�13. Artist unknown, Hunting Falcon Attacking a Swan, hanging 
scroll, ink and color on paper, 152.4 �  106�cm. Yuan dynasty, late thir-
teenth or early  fourteenth  century. Nelson- Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas 
City, Purchase Nelson Trust, 33–86. Image courtesy of The Nelson-
Atkins Museum of Art, Media Services.
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pre ce dents suggest that vegetables such as wosun :e1}  and qingcai 
M‚:�  have a long, if improbable, tradition of representing the re� ned, 
educated man. Qingcai (literally, green vegetable) is a homonym for 
pure talent (qingcai $5�} ), that is, an honest, talented man. The 
eighth- century poet Du Fu made the vegetal link when he was trying 
to grow a thick- stemmed Sichuan vegetable (woju :e9� ) in his gar-
den. To his frustration, the noble vegetable was choked by � ourish-
ing weeds. In poems about this inequity, Du likened his green 
vegetable to the orchid, a meta phor for a gentleman  under duress, 
since it grew in the wild next to prickly thorns.8 In Du Fu’s lan-
guage, the weeds and thorns that sti� ed the virtuous plants stood 
for small- minded, troublemaking bureaucrats. In the painting, the 
troublemakers are myna birds standing on the vegetable leaves. The 
black myna, on the right, seems to be the boss, but the three birds 
with lighter plumage are complicit: two are pecking at the vegetable 
while the third has paused momentarily, perhaps squabbling with 
the black bird. This image of confrontation suggests dif fer ent levels 
of involvement of aggression in attacking the noble vegetable, even as 
it hints at con� ict among the perpetrators. The market for this kind 

8. Alfreda Murck, “Paintings of Stem Lettuce, Cabbage, and Weeds: Allusions to Tu Fu’s 
Garden,” Archives of Asian Art 48 (1995): 32–47.

Figure�14. Artist Unknown, Myna Birds Feeding on Vegetable Leaves, 
thirteenth– fourteenth  century, hanging scroll, ink and color on silk, 
28 �  49.2�cm. Detail. Collection unknown.  After The Fushoutang Col-
lection, Impor tant Classical Chinese Paintings in Japan, Christie’s Hong 
Kong, 30 October�2000, Lot 303. Photo courtesy of Kaikodo.
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of painting was small; most  people would have preferred cheerful, 
auspicious images to reinforce their hope for wealth and longevity.

Late Imperial Militarism

By the time of the founding of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), two 
gods of war had emerged as protectors of individuals and of the state: 
Zhenwu (“Perfected Warrior”) and the dei�ed Three Kingdoms hero 
Guan Yu. The �rst Ming emperor, Hongwu (r. 1368–1398), held sac-
ri�ces to Zhenwu on the god’s birthday and on the day he suppos-
edly ascended to heaven. The Yongle emperor (r. 1402–1424) credited 
Zhenwu with helping him usurp the throne from his nephew. In 
gratitude, he ordered that a t emple for the worship of Zhenwu be 
located on the central axis of the Forbidden City, his new palace 
being constructed in Beijing.9

General Guan Yu had been worshipped as a protector of moun-
tains before he was fully dei�ed in the eleventh  century and  adopted 
into the Daoist pantheon. Centuries l ater, the Ming court actively 
sponsored his cult. A large painting, six and a half feet in height 
(Fig.�15), takes as its ostensible theme Guan Yu capturing the rebel 
general Pang De. In elaborate military armor, Guan Yu oversees 
Pang’s torture and execution, which is proceeding at the painting’s 
lower right, with a raised hammer about to smash Pang’s shin�� �	�'�J�H����
�����
. Oliver Moore has explained that con temporary viewers would 
have recog-nized in the painting an allusion to a leading court 
ritual, that of “offering captives” (xianfu )«�� ), usually of noble 
rank, a custom reaching back to the Shang Bronze Age. In the 
Ming dynasty, the emperor would have sat on a dais at the 
massive Meridian Gate to receive condemned captives from a war or 
insurrection. The emperor reviewed the captives in order to decide 
who would live or die.1

The Ming dynasty was brought to an end by a co ali tion of semino-
madic Jurchen tribes living north of the  Great Wall who named 
themselves Manchu. In 1644, the co ali tion invaded and, with a com-
bination of luck and brutality, established the Qing dynasty (1644–
1911). The Manchus  were proud of their equestrian skills and 
military prowess. The Kangxi emperor (r. 1662–1722), who won 
9. The  temple, the Qin’an dian !m�¹!ï , is in the imperial garden at the north end of the

Forbidden City.  These two gods  were joined by local deities and by the Demon Queller 
Zhong Kui, who, like Zhenwu, used military tactics to protect patrons.  Temple organ-
izations also provided training in the martial arts. See Stephen  Little with Shawn ��
Eichman, Taoism and the Arts of China (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago, 2000),��
pp.�49, 255, 290–311.

1. Oliver Moore, “Vio lence Un- scrolled: Cultic and Ritual Em phases in Painting Guan
Yu,” Arts asiatiques 58 (2003): 86–97. The torture of Pang De recalls the pain in�icted 
on evildoers in The Ten Kings of Hell paintings, which sought to remind Buddhist
believers of the serious consequences (the kar ma) of all wicked deeds. For reproductions
of the Ten Kings, go to the Metropolitan Museum of Art website (www . metmuseum
. org) and search the collection for Jin Chushi, Ten Kings of Hell.
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2. Niklas Leverenz, “From Painting to Print: The  Battle of Qurman from 1760,” Orienta-
tions 41/4 (May�2010): 48–53.

Figure�15. Shang Xi, Guan Yu Captures General Pang De (active second 
quarter of the �  fteenth  century), hanging scroll, ink and color on silk, 
200 �  237�cm., Palace Museum, Beijing. Image courtesy of Newscom.

renown as an effective administrator, remarked that he had felt most 
alive when pursuing the Zunghar leader Galdan across the steppe. 
For almost two months in the spring of 1696, eating  little and 
sleeping less, the Kangxi emperor led an army of 30,000 that obliter-
ated the Zunghar Mongols. His grand son, the Qianlong emperor 
(r. 1736–179��), expanded the empire still further into the northwest-
ern lands formerly occupied by Zunghars and Turkic Muslims. The 
campaign of 1755–1759 won the Qing empire a vast tract of land, 
which they named Xinjiang, literally, “new territory.” To commemo-
rate the  battles during the victory cele brations, Qianlong commis-
sioned a set of sixteen monumental paintings, each mea sur ing about 
four by eight meters. The proj ect was led by four Eu ro pean mission-
aries then serving as court paint ers, and to allow for greater distribu-
tion, large copperplate engravings of the paintings  were made in Paris, 
with 200 prints from each.2
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The Qianlong emperor also commissioned 100 portraits of civil 
and military heroes who had contributed to the campaigns. The 
imperial bodyguard Zhanyinbao was selected for one of the individ-
ual portraits (Fig.�16).

He stands holding his power ful bow with arrows stored in a quiver 
 behind his back. The peacock feather on his hat indicates distin-
guished ser vice. The portrait was hung in the Forbidden City with 
 others in the Hall of Imperial Brilliance, where the emperor received 
foreign emissaries. Zhanyinbao’s no- nonsense gaze and the sword 
hanging at his side lend credibility to the claims registered in the 

Figure�16. Artist 
unknown, Qing 
dynasty, Portrait of 
the Imperial Body-
guard Zhanyinbao, 
dated 1760, hanging 
scroll, ink and color 
on silk, 188.6 �  95.1. 
Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 
Purchase, The Dillon 
Fund Gift, 1986.206. 
Reproduced with 
permission. Image 
courtesy of Art 
Resource.
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poem inscribed above the painting. In Chinese on the right and 
Manchu on the left (and thus unintelligible to foreign envoys illiter-
ate in the languages), the �rst four lines read:

Barehanded he rode the  giant  whale,
Capturing Weinuo in  battle.
The bandits’ heads  were strung together
Along the length of his long lance.3

Had they known, the foreign visitors likely would have been 
unnerved. The digni�ed portrait is intimidating even without the 
gruesome image of severed heads strung the length of a lance. 
Chinese decorum rather than Manchu modesty likely guided depic-
tion of the celebrated feat proudly described in the poem.

Conclusion

In premodern China, war- related images  were produced for dif fer-
ent audiences and for dif fer ent purposes— celebratory, documentary, 
protective, cautionary, as entertainment and as social commentary. 
The enthusiasm for war- related images varied depending on circum-
stances. During times of crisis, both internal and external,  there 
was a longing for strong protective heroes. Commercial publishers 
found that they could increase sales of Three Kingdom stories by 
including entertaining pictures of heroes and  battles, and through 
 those sales, the images spread far and wide. On the other hand, to 
portray an era of peace and prosperity, emperors tended to prefer 
paintings of �ourishing landscapes, auspicious birds and �owers, 
happy peasants, and loyal of�cials. The educated elite generally con-
demned war and championed diplomacy. Some Confucians regarded 
warfare as immoral and wasteful, and supported their arguments by 
reference to the Art of War’s admonition to avoid war, if at all pos si-
ble, and if inescapable, then to accomplish one’s goals as swiftly as 
a diving hawk.
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Asian Names

An Lushan �¹/̄ �¡  (d. 757)
Baihuatan ,®8á%•, place name
Cai Guoqiang ;Q
;�g  (b. 1957)
Cao Cao �)�ý  (ca. 155–220 CE)
Cao Pi �)�E  (187–226)
�$�I�J�C�J���[�I�J���[�I�B�O������ �C�­"s
Du Fu �Œ+[ (712–770)
Galdan (1644–1697)
Guan Yu L�5í  (165–220)
Guo Ziyi G��€�0  (697–781)
Houma �ßOÜ, place name
Huan Wen �ƒ$Û (312–373)
�+�J�O�H�Z�B�O�H����#Û"� �
���Q�M�B�D�F���O�B�N�F
Li Gonglin �~�œTÏ  (1049–1106)
Li Zhisui �~��3¿  (1919–1995)
Liu Bei �¹�É  (161–223)
Luo Guanzhong 5µBÛ�]  (active 14th�c.)
Mao Zedong "�%Ô�¡  (1893–1976)
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Pang De UÀ�ç (d. 219)
Qiao Zhongchang �Ü�"�h  (active early 12th�c.)
Qin Shihuang 0��û,·  (259–210 BCE; r. 221–210 BCE)
Su Shi <7E. (1037–1101)
Su Zhe <7E} (1039–1112)
Sufutun <7���Ÿ , place name
Sun Quan �›!:  (182–252)
Wang Chengye )»�̄ �•  (8th�c.)
Xie Shichen AM�r8�  (1487–ca. 1561)
Yan Gaoqing N•�¢	¯  (692–756)
Yan Jiming N•�“�>  (d. 756)
Yan Zhenqing N•-O	̄  (709–785)
Yao Geluo <�:‹F¿  (active mid-8th�c.)
Yidu ,úG- , place name
Ying Zheng �d�o  (259–210 BCE)
Zhang Fei �eO�  (167–221)
Zhanyinbao 	•N#�
  (active mid-18th�c.)
Zhenwu [Perfected Warrior] -O!–
Zhuge Liang (181–234) A(:‹�Þ
Zhou Yu (175–210) 
̃ *Œ


