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A Country Doctor 

I WAS in great perplexity; I had to start on an urgent journey; a 
seriously ill patient was waiting for me in a village ten miles off; 
a thick blizzard of snow filled all the wide spaces between him 
and me; I had a gig, a light gig with big wheels, exactly right for 
our country roads; muffled in furs, my bag of instruments in my 
hand, I was in the courtyard all ready for the journey; but there 
was no horse to be had, no horse. My own horse had died in the 
night, worn out by the fatigues of this icy winter; my servant 
girl was now running around the village trying to borrow a 
horse; but it was hopeless, I knew it, and I stood there forlornly, 
with the snow gathering more and more thickly upon me, more 
and more unable to move. In the gateway the girl appeared, 
alone, and waved the lantern; of course, who would lend a horse 
at this time for such a journey? I strode through the courtyard 
once more; I could see no way out; in my confused distress I 
kicked at the dilapidated door of the yearlong uninhabited pig
sty. It flew open and flapped to and fro on its hinges. A steam 
and smell as of horses came out from it. A dim stable lantern was 
swinging inside from a rope. A man, crouching on his hams in 
that low space, showed an open blue-eyed face. "Shall I yoke 
up?" he asked, crawling out on all fours. I did not know what to 
say and merely stooped down to see what else was in the sty. 
The servant girl was standing beside me. "You never know what 
you're going to find in your own house," she said, and we both 

O laughed. "Hey there, Brother, hey there, Sister!" called the 
groom, and two horses, enormous creatures with powerful 
flanks, one after the other, their legs tucked close to their bodies, 
each well-shaped head lowered like a camel's, by sheer strength 
of buttocking squeezed out through the door hole which they 
filled entirely. But at once they were standing up, their legs long 
and their bodies steaming thickly. "Give him a hand," I said, and 

' the willing girl hurried to help the groom with the harnessing. 
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Yet hardly was she beside him when the groom clipped hold of 
her and pushed his face against hers. She screamed and fled back 
to me; on her cheek stood out in red the marks of two rows of 
teeth. "You brute," I yelled in fury, "do you want a whipping?" 
but in the same moment reflected that the man was a stranger; 
that I did not know where he came from, and that of his own 
free will he was helping me out when everyone else had failed 
me. As if he knew my thoughts he took no offense at my threat 
but, still busied with the horses, only turned around once toward 
me. "Get in," he said then, and indeed: everything was ready. A 
magnificent pair of horses, I observed, such as I had never sat be
hind, and I climbed in happily. "But I'll drive, you don't know 
the way," I said. "Of course," said he, "I'm not coming with you 
anyway, I'm staying with Rose." "No," shrieked Rose, fleeing 
into the house with a justified presentiment that her fate was in
escapable; I heard the door chain rattle as she put it up; I heard 
the key turn in the lock; I could see, moreover, how she put out 
the lights in the entrance hall and in further flight all though the 
rooms to keep herself from being discovered. "You're coming 
with me," I said to the groom, "or I won't go, urgent as my 
journey is. I'm not thinking of paying for it by handing the girl 
over to you." "Gee up!" he said; clapped his hands; the gig 
whirled off like a log in a freshet; I could just hear the door of 
my house splitting and bursting as the groom charged at it and 
then I was deafened and blinded by a storming rush that steadily 
buffeted all my senses. But this only for a moment, since, as if 
my patient's farmyard had opened out just before my courtyard 
gate, I was already there; the horses had come quietly to a stand
still; the blizzard had stopped; moonlight all around; my pa
tient's parents hurried out of the house, his sister behind them; I 
was almost lifted out of the gig; from their confused ejaculations 
I gathered not a word; in the sickroom the air was almost un-
breathable; the neglected stove was smoking; I wanted to push 
open a window; but first I had to look at my patient. Gaunt, 
without any fever, not cold, not warm, with vacant eyes, with
out a shirt, the youngster heaved himself up from under the 
feather bedding, threw his arms around my neck, and whispered 
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in my ear: "Doctor, let me die." I glanced around the room; no 
one had heard it; the parents were leaning forward in silence 
waiting for my verdict; the sister had set a chair for my hand
bag; I opened the bag and hunted among my instruments; the 
boy kept clutching at me from his bed to remind me of his en
treaty; I picked up a pair of tweezers, examined them in the 
candlelight, and laid them down again. "Yes," I thought blasphe
mously, "in cases like this the gods are helpful, send the missing 
horse, add to it a second because of the urgency, and to crown 
everything bestow even a groom " And only now did I re
member Rose again; what was I to do, how could 1 rescue her, 
how could I pull her away from under that groom at ten miles' 
distance, with a team of horses I couldn't control. These horses, 
now, they had somehow slipped the reins loose, pushed the win
dows open from outside, I did not know how; each of them had 
stuck a head in at a window and, quite unmoved by the startled 
cries of the family, stood eyeing the patient. "Better go back at 
once," I thought, as if the horses were summoning me to the re
turn journey, yet I permitted the patient's sister, who fancied that 
I was dazed by the heat, to take my fur coat from me. A glass of 
rum was poured out for me, the old man clapped me on the 
shoulder, a familiarity justified by this offer of his treasure. I 
shook my head; in the narrow confines of the old man's thoughts 
I felt ill; that was my only reason for refusing the drink. The 
mother stood by the bedside and cajoled me toward it; I 
yielded, and, while one of the horses whinnied loudly to the ceil
ing, laid my head to the boy's breast, which shivered under my 
wet beard. I confirmed what I already knew; the boy was quite 

, . sound, something a little wrong with his circulation, saturated 
with coffee by his solicitous mother, but sound and best turned 

/ out of bed with one shovej I am no world reformer and so I let 
him lie. I was the district doctor and did my duty to the utter
most, to the point where it became almost too much. I was badly 
paid and yet generous and helpful to the poor. I had still to see 
that Rose was all right, and then the boy might have his way and 
I wanted to die too. What was I doing there in that endless win
ter! My horse was dead, and not a single person in the village 
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would lend me another. I had to gel my team out of the pigsty; 
if they hadn't chanced to be horses I should have had to travel 
with swine. That was how it was. And I nodded to the family. 
They knew nothing about it, and, had they known, would not 
have believed it. To write prescriptions is easy, but to come to 
an understanding with people is hard. Well, this should be the 
end of my visit, I had once more been called out needlessly, I 
was used to that, the whole district made my life a torment with 
my night bell, but that I should have to sacrifice Rose this time 
as well, the pretty girl who had lived in my house for years al
most without my noticing her—that sacrifice was too much to 
ask, and I had somehow to get it reasoned out in my head with , 
the help of what craft I could muster, in order not to let fly at 
this family, which with the best will in the world could not re
store Rose to me. But as I shut my bag and put an arm out for 
my fur coat, the family meanwhile standing together, the father 
sniffing at the glass of rum in his hand, the mother, apparently 
disappointed in me—why, what do people expect?—biting her 
hps with tears in her eyes, the sister fluttering a blood-soaked 
towel, I was somehow ready to admit conditionally that the boy 
might be ill after all. I went toward him, he welcomed me smil
ing as if I were bringing him the most nourishing invalid broth— 
ah, now both horses were whinnying together; the noise, I sup-
pose, was ordained by heaven to assist my examination of the pa
tient—and this time I discovered that the boy was indeed ill. In 
his right side, near the hip, was an open wound as big as the palm 
of my hand. Rose-red, in many variations of shade, dark in the 
hollows, lighter at the edges, softly granulated, with irregular 
clots of blood, open as a surface mine to the daylight. That was 
how it looked from a distance. But on a closer inspection there 
was another complication. I could not help a low whistle of sur
prise. Worms, as thick and as long as my little finger, themselves 
rose-red and blood-spotted as well, were wriggling from their 
fastness in the interior of the wound toward the light, with 
small white heads and many little legs. Poor boy, you were past 
helping. I had discovered your great wound; this blossom in 
your side was destroying you. The family was pleased; they saw 
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me busying myself; the sister told the mother, the mother the 
father, the father told several guests who were coming in, 
through the moonlight at the open door, walking on tiptoe, 
keeping their balance with outstretched arms. "Will you save 
me?" whispered the boy with a sob, quite blinded by the life 
within his wound. That is what people are like in my district. 
Always expecting the impossible from the doctor. They have 
lost their ancient beliefs; the parson sits at home and unravels his 
vestments, one after another; but the doctor is supposed to be 
omnipotent with his merciful surgeon's hand. Well, as it pleases 
them; I have not thrust my services on them; if they misuse me 
for sacred ends, I let that happen to me too; what better do I 
want, old country doctor that I am, bereft of my servant girl! 
And so they came, the family and the village elders, and stripped 
my clothes off me; a school choir with the teacher at the head of 
it stood before the house and sang these words to an utterly sim
ple tune: 

Strip his clothes off, then he'll heal us, 
If he doesn't, kill him dead! / 1 

Only a doctor, only a doctor. 

Then my clothes were off and I looked at the people quietly, my 
fingers in my beard and my head cocked to one side. I was alto
gether composed and equal to the situation and remained so, al
though it was no help to me, since they now took me by the 
head and feet and carried me to the bed. They laid me down in it 
next to the wall, on the side of the wound. Then they all left the 
room; the door was shut; the singing stopped; clouds covered 
the moon; the bedding was warm around me; the horses' heads 
in the open windows wavered like shadows. "Do you know," 
said a voice in my ear, "I have very little confidence in you. 
Why, you were only blown in here, you didn't come on your 
own feet. Instead of helping me, you're cramping me on my 
deathbed. What I'd like best is to scratch your eyes out." 
"Right," I said, "it is a shame. And yet I am a doctor. What am I 
to do? Believe me, it is not too easy for me either." "Am I sup
posed to be content with this apology? Oh, I must be, I can't 
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help it. I always have to put up with things. A fine wound is all I 
brought into the world; that was my sole endowment." "My 
young friend," said I, "your mistake is: you have not a wide 
enough view. I have been in all the sickrooms, far and wide, and I 
tell you: your wound is not so bad. Done in a tight corner with 
two strokes of the ax. Many a one proffers his side and can 
hardly hear the ax in the forest, far less that it is coming nearer 
to him." "Is that really so, or are you deluding me in my fever?" 
"It is really so, take the word of honor of an official doctor." 
And he took it and lay still. But now it was time for me to think 
of escaping. The horses were still standing faithfully in their 
places. My clothes, my fur coat, my bag were quickly collected; 
I didn't want to waste time dressing; if the horses raced home as 
they had come, I should only be springing, as it were, out of this 
bed into my own. Obediently a horse backed away from the 
window; I threw my bundle into the gig; the fur coat missed its 
mark and was caught on a hook only by the sleeve. Good 
enough. I swung myself onto the horse. With the reins loosely 
trailing, one horse barely fastened to the other, the gig swaying 
behind, my fur coat last of all in the snow. "Gee up!" I said, but 
there was no galloping; slowly, like old men, we crawled 
through the snowy wastes; a long time echoed behind us the 
new but faulty song of the children: 

O be joyful, all you patients, 
The doctor's laid in bed beside you! 

Never shall I reach home at this rate; my flourishing practice is 
done for; my successor is robbing me, but in vain, for he cannot 
take my place; in my house the disgusting groom is raging; Rose 
is his victim; I do not want to think about it anymore. Naked, 
exposed to the frost of this most unhappy of ages, with an 
earthly vehicle, unearthly horses, old man that I am, I wander 
astray. My fur coat is hanging from the back of the gig, but I 
cannot reach it, and none of my limber pack of patients lifts a 
finger. Betrayed! Betrayed! A false alarm on the night bell once 
answered—it  cannot  be  made  good ,  not  ever .  _ J  

Translated by Willa and Edwin Muir 



The Great Wall of China 

THE GREAT WALL OF CHINA was finished off at its northern
most corner. From the southeast and the southwest it came up in 
two sections that finally converged there. This principle of piece
meal construction was also applied on a smaller scale by both of 
the two great armies of labor, the eastern and the western. It was 
done in this way: gangs of some twenty workers were formed 
who had to accomplish a length, say, of five hundred yards of 
wall, while a similar gang built another stretch of the same 
length to meet the first. But after the junction had been made 
the construction of the wall was not carried on from the point, 
let us say, where this thousand yards ended; instead the two 
groups of workers were transferred to begin building again in 
quite different neighborhoods. Naturally in this way many great 
gaps were left, which were only filled in gradually and bit by 
bit, some, indeed, not till after the official announcement that the 
wall was finished. In fact it is said that there are gaps which have 
never been filled in at all, an assertion, however, that is proba
bly merely one of the many legends to which the building of the 
wall gave rise, and which cannot be verified, at least by any sin
gle man with his own eyes and judgment, on account of the ex
tent of the structure. 

Now on first thoughts one might conceive that it would have 
been more advantageous in every way to build the wall contin
uously, or at least continuously within the two main divisions. 
After all, the wall was intended, as was universally proclaimed 
and known, to be a protection against the peoples of the north. 
But how can a wall protect if it is not a continuous structure? 
Not only can such a wall not protect, but what there is of it is in 
perpetual danger. These blocks of wall left standing in deserted 
regions could be easily pulled down again and again by the no
mads, especially as these tribes, rendered apprehensive by the 
building operations, kept changing their encampments with in-
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credible rapidity, like locusts, and so perhaps had a better 
general view of the progress of the wall than we, the builders. 
Nevertheless the task of construction probably could not have 
been carried out in any other way. To understand this we must 
take into account the following: the wall was to be a protection 
for centuries; accordingly, the most scrupulous care in the build
ing, the application of the architectural wisdom of all known 
ages and peoples, an unremitting sense of personal responsibility 
in the builders were indispensable prerequisites for the work. 
True, for the more purely manual tasks ignorant day laborers 
from the populace, men, women, and children who offered their 
services for good money, could be employed; but for the super
vision even of every four day laborers an expert versed in the art 
of building was required, a man who was capable of entering 
into and feeling with all his heart what was involved. And the 
higher the task, the greater the responsibility. And such men 
were actually to be had, if not indeed so abundantly as the work 
of construction could have absorbed, yet in great numbers. 

For the work had not been undertaken without thought. Fifty 
years before the first stone was laid, the an of architecture, and 
especially that of masonry, had been proclaimed as the most im
portant branch of knowledge throughout the whole area of a 
China that was to be walled around, and all other arts gained 
recognition only insofar as they had reference to it. I can still 
remember quite well us standing as small children, scarcely sure 
on our feet, in our teacher's garden, and being ordered to build a 
sort of wall out of pebbles; and then the teacher, girding up his 
robe, ran full tilt against the wall, of course knocking it down, 
and scolded us so terribly for the shoddiness of our work that 
we ran weeping in all directions to our parents. A trivial inci
dent, but significant of the spirit of the time. 

I was lucky inasmuch as the building of the wall was just be
ginning when, at twenty, I had passed the last examination of the 
lowest school. I say lucky, for many who before my time had 
achieved the highest degree of culture available to them could 
find nothing year after year to do with their knowledge, and 
drifted uselessly about with the most splendid architectural plans 
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in their heads, and sank by thousands into hopelessness. But those 
who finally came to be employed in the work as supervisors, even 
though it might be of the lowest rank, were truly worthy of 
their task. They were masons who had reflected much, and did 
not cease to reflect, on the building of the wall, men who with 
the first stone they sank in the ground felt themselves a part of 
the wall. Masons of that kind, of course, had not only a desire to 
perform their work in the most thorough manner, but were also 
impatient to see the wall finished in its complete perfection. Day 
laborers have not this impatience, for they look only to their 
wages, and the higher supervisors, indeed even the supervisors of 
middle rank, could see enough of the manifold growth of the 
construction to keep their spirits confident and high. But to en
courage the subordinate supervisors, intellectually so vastly su
perior to their apparently petty tasks, other measures must be 
taken. One could not, for instance, expect them to lay one stone 
on another for months or even years on end, in an uninhabited 
mountainous region, hundreds of miles from their homes; the 
hopelessness of such hard toil, which yet could not reach com
pletion even in the longest lifetime, would have cast them into 
despair and above all made them less capable for the work. It was 
for this reason that the system of piecemeal building was de
cided on. Five hundred yards could be accomplished in about 
five years; by that time, however, the supervisors were as a 
rule quite exhausted and had lost all faith in themselves, in 
the wall, in the world. Accordingly, while they were still ex
alted by the jubilant celebrations marking the completion of the 
thousand yards of wall, they were sent far, far away, saw on 
their journey finished sections of the wall rising here and there, 
came past the quarters of the high command and were presented 
with badges of honor, heard the rejoicings of new armies of 
labor streaming past from the depths of the land, saw forests 
being cut down to become supports for the wall, saw mountains 
being hewn into stones for the wall, heard at the holy shrines 
hymns rising in which the pious prayed for the completion of 
the wall. All this assuaged their impatience. The quiet life of 
their homes, where they rested some time, strengthened them; 
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the humble credulity with which their reports were listened to, 
the confidence with which the simple and peaceful burgher be
lieved in the eventual completion of the wall, all this filled their 
hearts with a new buoyancy. Like eternally hopeful children 
they then said farewell to their homes; the desire once more to 
labor on the wall of the nation became irresistible. They set off 
earlier than they needed; half the village accompanied them for 
long distances. Groups of people with banners and streamers 
waving were on all the roads; never before had they seen how 
great and rich and beautiful and worthy of love their country 
was. Every fellow countryman was a brother for whom one 
was building a wall of protection, and who would return life
long thanks for it with all he had and did. Unity! Unity! Shoul
der to shoulder, a ring of brothers, a current of blood no longer 
confined within the narrow circulation of one body, but sweetly 
rolling and yet ever returning throughout the endless leagues of 
China. 

Thus, then, the system of piecemeal construction becomes 
comprehensible; but there were still other reasons for it as well. 
Nor is there anything odd in my pausing over this question for 
so long; it is one of the crucial problems in the whole building of 
the wall, unimportant as it may appear at first glance. If I am to 
convey and make understandable the ideas and feelings of that 
time I cannot go deeply enough into this very question. 

First, then, it must be said that in those days things were 
achieved scarcely inferior to the construction of the Tower of 
Babel, although as regards divine approval, at least according to 
human reckoning, strongly at variance with that work. I say this 
because during the early days of building a scholar wrote a book 
in which he drew the comparison in the most exhaustive way. In 
it he tried to prove that the Tower of Babel failed to reach its 
goal, not because of the reasons universally advanced, or at least 
that among those recognized reasons the most important of all 
was not to be found. His proofs were drawn not merely from 
written documents and reports; he also claimed to have made in
quiries on the spot, and to have discovered that the tower failed 
and was bound to fail because of the weakness of the foundation. 
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In this respect at any rate our age was vastly superior to that an
cient one. Almost every educated man of our time was a mason 
by profession and infallible in the matter of laying foundations. 
That, however, was not what our scholar was concerned to 
prove; for he maintained that the Great Wall alone would pro
vide for the first time in the history of mankind a secure founda
tion for a new Tower of Babel. First the wall, therefore, and 
then the tower. His book was in everybody's hands at that time, 
but I admit that even today I cannot quite make out how he 
conceived this tower. How could the wall, which did not form 
even a circle, but only a sort of quarter- or half-circle, provide 
the foundation for a tower? That could obviously be meant 
only in a spiritual sense. But in that case why build the actual 
wall, which after all was something concrete, the result of the 
lifelong labor of multitudes of people? And why were there in 
the book plans, somewhat nebulous plans, it must be admitted, of 
the tower, and proposals worked out in detail for mobilizing the 
people's energies for the stupendous new work? 

There were many wild ideas in people's heads at that time— 
this scholar's book is only one example—perhaps simply because 
so many were trying to join forces as far as they could for the 
achievement of a single aim. Human nature, essentially change
able, unstable as the dust, can endure no restraint; if it binds itself 
it soon begins to tear madly at its bonds, until it rends everything 
asunder, the wall, the bonds, and its very self. 

It is possible that these very considerations, which militated 
against the building of the wall at all, were not left out of ac
count by the high command when the system of piecemeal con
struction was decided on. We—and here I speak in the name of 
many people—did not really know ourselves until we had 
carefully scrutinized the decrees of the high command, when we 
discovered that without the high command neither our book 
learning nor our human understanding would have sufficed for 
the humble tasks which we performed in the great whole. In the 
office of the command—where it was and who sat there no one 
whom I have asked knew then or knows now—in that office one 
may be certain that all human thoughts and desires revolved in a 
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circle, and all human aims and fulfillments in a countercircle. 
And through the window the reflected splendors of divine 
worlds fell on the hands of the leaders as they traced their plans. 

And for that reason the incorruptible observer must hold that 
the command, if it had seriously desired it, could also have over
come those difficulties that prevented a system of continuous 
construction. There remains, therefore, nothing but the conclu
sion that the command deliberately chose the system of piece
meal construction. But the piecemeal construction was only 
a makeshift and therefore inexpedient. Remains the conclusion 
that the command willed something inexpedient. Strange con
clusion! True, and yet in one respect it has much to be said for 
it. One can perhaps safely discuss it now. In those days many 
people, and among them the best, had a secret maxim which ran: 
Try with all your might to comprehend the decrees of the high 
command, but only up to a certain point; then avoid further 
meditation. A very wise maxim, which moreover was elaborated 
in a parable that was later often quoted: Avoid further medita
tion, but not because it might be harmful; it is not at all certain 
that it would be harmful. What is harmful or not harmful has 
nothing to do with the question. Consider rather the river in 
spring. It rises until it grows mightier and nourishes more richly 
the soil on the long stretch of its banks, still maintaining its own 
course until it reaches the sea, where it is all the more welcome 
because it is a worthier ally. Thus far may you urge your medi
tations on the decrees of the high command. But after that the 
river overflows its banks, loses outline and shape, slows down 
the speed of its current, tries to ignore its destiny by forming lit
tle seas in the interior of the land, damages the fields, and yet 
cannot maintain itself for long in its new expanse, but must run 
back between its banks again, must even dry up wretchedly in 
the hot season that presently follows. Thus far may you not 
urge your meditations on the decrees of the high command. 

Now though this parable may have had extraordinary point 
and force during the building of the wall, it has at most only a 
restricted relevance for my present essay. My inquiry is purely 
historical; no lightning flashes any longer from the long since 
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vanished thunderclouds, and so I may venture to seek for an ex
planation of the system of piecemeal construction which goes 
farther than the one that contented people then. The limits 
that my capacity for thought imposes upon me are narrow 
enough, but the province to be traversed here is infinite. 

Against whom was the Great Wall to serve as a protection? 
Against the people of the north. Now, I come from the south
east of China. No northern people can menace us there. We read 
of them in the books of the ancients; the cruelties they commit 
in accordance with their nature make us sigh in our peaceful ar
bors. The faithful representations of the artist show us these 
faces of the damned, their gaping mouths, their jaws furnished 
with great pointed teeth, their half-shut eyes that already seem 
to be seeking out the victim which their jaws will rend and de
vour. When our children are unruly we show them these pic
tures, and at once they fly weeping into our arms. But nothing 
more than that do we know about these northerners. We have 
not seen them, and if we remain in our villages we shall never 
see them, even if on their wild horses they should ride as hard as 
they can straight toward us—the land is too vast and would not 
let them reach us, they would end their course in the empty air. 

Why, then, since that is so, did we leave our homes, the stream 
with its bridges, our mothers and fathers, our weeping wives, 
our children who needed our care, and depart for the distant 
city to be trained there, while our thoughts journeyed still 
farther away to the wall in the north? Why? A question for the 
high command. Our leaders know us. They, absorbed in gigantic 
anxieties, know of us, know our petty pursuits, see us sitting to
gether in our humble huts, and approve or disapprove the eve
ning prayer which the father of the house recites in the midst of 
his family. And if I may be allowed to express such ideas about 
the high command, then I must say that in my opinion the high 
command has existed from old time, and was not assembled, say, 
like a gathering of mandarins summoned hastily to discuss some
body's fine dream in a conference as hastily terminated, so that 
that very evening the people are drummed out of their beds to 
carry out what has been decided, even if it should be nothing but 
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an illumination in honor of a god who may have shown great fa
vor to their masters the day before, only to drive them into some 
dark corner with cudgel blows tomorrow, almost before the il
luminations have died down. Far rather do I believe that the 
high command has existed from all eternity, and the decision to 
build the wall likewise. Unwitting peoples of the north, who im
agined they were the cause of it! Honest, unwitting Emperor, 
who imagined he decreed it! We builders of the wall know that 
it was not so and hold our tongues. 

During the building of the wall and ever since to this very day 
I have occupied myself almost exclusively with the comparative 
history of races—there are certain questions that one can 
probe to the marrow, as it were, only by this method—and I 
have discovered that we Chinese possess certain folk and politi
cal institutions that are unique in their clarity, others again 
unique in their obscurity. The desire to trace the cause of these 
phenomena, especially the latter, has always intrigued me and 
intrigues me still, and the building of the wall is itself essentially 
involved with these problems. 

Now one of the most obscure of our institutions is that of the 
empire itself. In Peking, naturally, at the imperial court, there is 
some clarity to be found on this subject, though even that is 
more illusive than real. Also the teachers of political law and his
tory in the schools of higher learning claim to be exactly in
formed on these matters, and to be capable of passing on their 
knowledge to their students. The farther one descends among 
the lower schools the more, naturally enough, does one find 
teachers' and pupils' doubts of their own knowledge vanishing, 
and superficial culture mounting sky-high around a few precepts 
that have been drilled into people's minds for centuries, precepts 
which, though they have lost nothing of their eternal truth, re
main eternally invisible in this fog of confusion. 

But it is precisely this question of the empire which in my 
opinion the common people should be asked to answer, since 
after all they are the empire's final support. Here, I must confess, 
I can only speak once more for my native place. Except for the 
nature gods, and their ritual which fills the whole year in such 
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beautiful and rich alternation, we think only about the Emperor. 
But not about the present one; or rather we would think about 
the present one if we knew who he was or knew anything 
definite about him. True—and it is the sole curiosity that fills us 
—we are always trying to get information on this subject, but, 
strange as it may sound, it is almost impossible to discover any
thing, either from pilgrims, though they have wandered through 
much of our land, or from near or distant villages, or from sail
ors, though they have navigated not only our little stream, but 
also the sacred rivers. One hears a great many things, true, but 
can gather nothing definite. 

So vast is our land that no fable could do justice to its vastness, 
the heavens can scarcely span it—and Peking is only a dot in it, 
and the imperial palace less than a dot. The Emperor as such, on 
the other hand, is mighty throughout all the hierarchies of the 
world: admitted. But the existent Emperor, a man like us, lies 
much like us on a couch which is of generous proportions, per
haps, and yet very possibly may be quite narrow and short. Like 
us he sometimes stretches himself and when he is very tired 
yawns with his delicately cut mouth. But how should we know 
anything about that—thousands of miles away in the south—al
most on the borders of the Tibetan Highlands? And besides, any 
tidings, even if they did reach us, would arrive far too late, 
would have become obsolete long before they reached us. The 
Emperor is always surrounded by a brilliant and yet ambiguous 
throng of nobles and courtiers—malice and enmity in the guise 
of servants and friends—who form a counterweight to the im
perial power and perpetually labor to unseat the ruler from his 
place with poisoned arrows. The Empire is immortal, but the 
Emperor himself totters and falls from his throne, yes, whole 
dynasties sink in the end and breathe their last in one death 
rattle. Of these struggles and sufferings the people will never 
know; like tardy arrivals, like strangers in a city, they stand at 
the end of some densely thronged side street peacefully munch
ing the food they have brought with them, while far away in 
front, in the Market Square at the heart of the city, the execution 
of their ruler is proceeding. 
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There is a parable that describes this situation very well: The 
Emperor, so it runs, has sent a message to you, the humble 
subject, the insignificant shadow cowering in the remotest dis
tance before the imperial sun; the Emperor from his deathbed 
has sent a message to you alone. He has commanded the messen
ger to kneel down by the bed, and has whispered the message to 
him; so much store did he lay on it that he ordered the messen
ger to whisper it back into his ear again. Then by a nod of the 
head he has confirmed that it is right. Yes, before the assembled 
spectators of his death—all the obstructing walls have been 
broken down, and on the spacious and loftily mounting open 
staircases stand in a ring the great princes of the Empire—before 
all these he has delivered his message. The messenger imme
diately sets out on his journey; a powerful, an indefatigable man; 
now pushing with his right arm, now with his left, he cleaves a 
way for himself through the throng; if he encounters resistance 
he points to his breast, where the symbol of the sun glitters; the 
way is made easier for him than it would be for any other man. 
But the multitudes are so vast; their numbers have no end. If he 
could reach the open fields how fast he would fly, and soon 
doubtless you would hear the welcome hammering of his fists on 
your door. But instead how vainly does he wear out his strength; 
still he is only making his way through the chambers of the in
nermost palace; never will he get to the end of them; and if he 
succeeded in that nothing would be gained; he must next fight 
his way down the stair; and if he succeeded in that nothing 
would be gained; the courts would still have to be crossed; and 
after the courts the second outer palace; and once more stairs 
and courts; and once more another palace; and so on for thou
sands of years; and if at last he should burst through the 
outermost gate—but never, never can that happen—the imperial 
capital would lie before him, the center of the world, crammed 
to bursting with its own sediment. Nobody could fight his way 
through here even with a message from a dead man. But you sit 
at your window when evening falls and dream it to yourself. 

Just so, as hopelessly and as hopefully, do our people regard 
the Emperor. They do not know what Emperor is reigning, and 
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there exist doubts regarding even the name of the dynasty. In 
school a great deal is taught about the dynasties with the dates of 
succession, but the universal uncertainty in this matter is so great 
that even the best scholars are drawn into it. Long-dead emper
ors are set on the throne in our villages, and one that only lives 
on in song recently had a proclamation of his read out by the 
priest before the altar. Battles that are old history are new to us, 
and one's neighbor rushes in with a jubilant face to tell the news. 
The wives of the emperors, pampered and overweening, seduced 
from noble custom by wily courtiers, swelling with ambition, 
vehement in their greed, uncontrollable in their lust, practice 
their abominations ever anew. The more deeply they are buried 
in time the more glaring are the colors in which their deeds are 
painted, and with a loud cry of woe our village eventually hears 
how an Empress drank her husband's blood in long draughts 
thousands of years ago. 

Thus, then, do our people deal with departed emperors, but 
the living ruler they confuse among the dead. If once, only once 
in a man's lifetime, an imperial official on his tour of the prov
inces should arrive by chance at our village, make certain an
nouncements in the name of the government, scrutinize the tax 
lists, examine the school children, inquire of the priest regarding 
our doings and affairs, and then, before he steps into his sedan 
chair, should sum up his impressions in verbose admonitions to 
the assembled commune—then a smile flits over every face, peo
ple throw surreptitious glances at each other, and bend over 
their children so as not to be observed by the official. Why, they 
think to themselves, he's speaking of a dead man as if he were 
alive, this Emperor of his died long ago, the dynasty is blotted 
out, the good official is having his joke with us, but we will be
have as if we did not notice it, so as not to offend him. But we 
shall obey in earnest no one but our present ruler, for not to do 
so would be a crime. And behind the departing sedan chair of 
the official there rises in might as ruler of the village some 
figure fortuitously exalted from an urn already crumbled to 
dust. 

Similarly our people are but little affected by revolutions in 
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the state or contemporary wars. I recall an incident in my youth. 
A revolt had broken out in a neighboring, but yet quite distant, 
province. What caused it I can no longer remember, nor is it of 
any importance now; occasions for revolt can be found there 
any day, the people are an excitable people. Well, one day a 
leaflet published by the rebels was brought to my father's house 
by a beggar who had crossed that province. It happened to be a 
feast day, our rooms were filled with guests, the priest sat in the 
center and studied the sheet. Suddenly everybody started to 
laugh, in the confusion the sheet was torn, the beggar, who 
however had already received abundant alms, was driven out of 
the room with blows, the guests dispersed to enjoy the beautiful 
day. Why? The dialect of this neighboring province differs in 
some essential respects from ours, and this difference occurs also 
in certain turns of the written word, which for us have an ar
chaic character. Hardly had the priest read two pages before we 
had come to our decision. Ancient history told long ago, old sor
rows long since healed. And though—so it seems to me in recol
lection—the gruesomeness of the living present was irrefutably 
conveyed by the beggar's words, we laughed and shook our 
heads and refused to listen any longer. So eager are our people 
to obliterate the present. 

If from such appearances anyone should draw the conclusion 
that in reality we have no Emperor, he would not be far from 
the truth. Over and over again it must be repeated: There is per
haps no people more faithful to the Emperor than ours in the 
south, but the Emperor derives no advantage from our fidelity. 
True, the sacred dragon stands on the little column at the end of 
our village, and ever since the beginning of human memory it 
has breathed out its fiery breath in the direction of Peking in 
token of homage—but Peking itself is far stranger to the people 
in our village than the next world. Can there really be a village 
where the houses stand side by side, covering all the fields for a 
greater distance than one can see from our hills, and can there be 
dense crowds of people packed between these houses day and 
night? We find it more difficult to picture such a city than to 
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believe that Peking and its Emperor are one, a cloud, say, peace
fully voyaging beneath the sun in the course of the ages. 

Now the result of holding such opinions is a life on the whole 
free and unconstrained. By no means immoral, however; hardly 
ever have I found in my travels such pure morals as in my native 
village. But yet a life that is subject to no contemporary law, and 
attends only to the exhortations and warnings that come to us 
from olden times. 

I guard against generalizations, and do not assert that in all the 
ten thousand villages in my province it is so, far less in all the 
five hundred provinces of China. Yet perhaps I may venture to 
assert on the basis of the many writings on this subject which I 
have read, as well as from my own observation—the building of 
the wall in particular, with its abundance of human material, 
provided a man of sensibility with the opportunity of traversing 
the souls of almost all the provinces—on the basis of all this, 
then, perhaps I may venture to assert that the prevailing attitude 
to the Emperor shows persistently and universally something 
fundamentally in common with that of our village. Now I have 
no wish whatever to represent this attitude as a virtue; on the 
contrary. True, the essential responsibility for it lies with the 
government, which in the most ancient empire in the world has 
not yet succeeded in developing, or has neglected to develop, the 
institution of the empire to such precision that its workings ex
tend directly and unceasingly to the farthest frontiers of the 
land. On the other hand, however, there is also involved a cer
tain feebleness of faith and imaginative power on the part of the 
people, that prevents them from raising the empire out of its 
stagnation in Peking and clasping it in all its palpable living real
ity to their own breasts, which yet desire nothing better than but 
once to feel that touch and then to die. 

This attitude then is certainly no virtue. All the more remark
able is it that this very weakness should seem to be one of the 
greatest unifying influences among our people; indeed, if one 
may dare to use the expression, the very ground on which we 
live. To set about establishing a fundamental defect here would 
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mean undermining not only our consciences, but, what is far 
worse, our feet. And for that reason I shall not proceed any 
further at this stage with my inquiry into these questions. 

Translated by Willa and Edwin Mutr 

The News of the Building of the Wall: 
A Fragment 

THE NEWS of the building of the wall now penetrated into this 
world—late, too, some thirty years after its announcement. It 
was on a summer evening. I, ten years old, was standing with my 
father on the riverbank. In keeping with the importance of this 
much-discussed hour, I can recall the smallest details. My father 
was holding me by the hand, something he was fond of doing to 
the end of his days, and running his other hand up and down his 
long, very thin pipe, as though it were a flute. With his sparse, 
rigid beard raised in the air, he was enjoying his pipe while gaz
ing upwards across the river. As a result his pigtail, object of the 
children's veneration, sank lower, rustling faintly on the gold-
embroidered silk of his holiday gown. At that moment a bark 
drew up before us, the boatman beckoned to my father to come 
down the embankment, while he himself climbed up toward 
him. They met halfway, the boatman whispered something in 
my father's ear, in order to come quite close he had embraced 
him. I could not understand what they said, I only saw that my 
father did not seem to believe the news, that the boatman tried 
to insist upon its truth, that when my father still refused to be
lieve it the boatman, with the passion of sailors, almost tore the 
garment from his chest to prove the truth, whereupon my father 
fell silent and the boatman jumped noisily into the bark and 
sailed away. Deep in thought my father turned toward me, 
knocked his pipe out and stuck it in his belt, stroked my cheek, 
and pulled my head toward him. That is what I liked best, it 
made me very happy, and so we came home. There the rice pap 



T H E  G R E A T  W A L L  O F  C H I N A  [ 2 4 9 ]  

was already steaming on the table, several guests had assembled, 
the wine was just being poured into the goblets. Paying no at
tention to any of this and having advanced no farther than the 
threshold, my father started telling what he had heard. Of the 
exact words I have of course no recollection, but owing to the 
exceptional circumstances which cast a spell even over the child, 
the meaning became so clear to me that I venture nevertheless to 
give some version of what my father said. I am doing so because 
it was very characteristic of the popular point of view. My 
father said something like this: An unknown boatman—I know 
all those who usually pass by here, but this one was a stranger— 
has just told me that a great wall is going to be built to protect 
the Emperor. For it seems that infidel tribes, among them de
mons, often assemble before the imperial palace and shoot their 
black arrows at the Emperor. 

Translated by Tania and James Stern 
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