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The Formation and Transformation of
Images of the Battle of Red Cliffs: A
Quartet of National, Historical, Mental
and Narrative Matters

Wang Wen-Chin
Professor, Department of Chinese,
National Dong Hwa University

Abstract

The Battle of Red Cliffs fought in the 13" year of Xian Emperor regime of East-Han
not only determined the historical scheme of the Three Kingdoms, but also became the
most relished episode of the Three Kingdom stories. However, narratives of this battle
became a battle filed of contested discourses ever since the time of the Three Kingdoms.
Historians from each Kingdom took the stance of preferring one’s own Kingdom over the
others. Even after the Jin Dynasty unified the country, people of each Kingdom still
described their once existed Kingdom in their own way, so as to ensure their descriptions
of history remain canonical.

However, over the years, the tension during the Three Kingdom period gradually
dissolved, opening up new dimensions for the discourses of the Battle of Red Cliffs. For
instance, in Sima Guang’s Zizhi Tongjian (Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government),
the Battle as a feverous ‘national matter’ was transformed into a more profound
‘historical matter’; Su Shi, while being demoted, interpreted the history of the Three
Kingdoms in a brand new way by writing poetries about the Battle of Red Cliffs to
express his worries about not being able to be properly appreciated. In the early Qing
Dynasty, the opening phrase of Mao Zong-Gang’s Romance of the Three Kingdoms was
quoted from Yang Shen’s Lin Jiang Xian in Ming Dynasty, ‘The water of Yangtze River
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rolls like thunder.’, which not only guided the context back to history, but also overlapped
the narrative aspect of the Battle of Red Cliffs with historical ones. As a result, I would
like to trace the transformation of the images of Red Cliffs through the layers of national,
historical, mental and narrative matters, so as to exemplify its transformation in Chinese
Literary History, and how the Battle of Red Cliffs is interpreted and transmitted by the

later generations.

Keywords: Battle of Red Cliffs, images of Red Cliffs, Records of Three Kingdoms, Pei
Songzhi, Sima Guang, Su Shi, Yang Shen, Mao Zhong-Gang, national
matters, historical matters, mental matters, narrative matters
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