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One “History” vs. Two “Stories”: Using
“Nie Zheng” the Legend Popular in
Han Dynasties as an Example

Liu, Hui-ping”

[Abstract]

This paper mainly discusses the significant difference between the story of Nie
Zheng, one of the glorified assassins, illustrated in the 7/~ ﬁ//Portrait of Martyrs
hung inside the Wu’s Ancestral Shrine in Jiaxiang Xian, Shandong Province, and that
described in grand literature, such as Shiji (Records of the Grand History) or Zhanguo
Ce (Strategies of the Warring States) for the difference in question ranges from
assassinated targets to specific plots. Furthermore, since the story rendered by the first
records happens to agree completely with folklore, such as Qincao (Showing Virtue by
Playing Stringed Instruments) and Dazhou Zhengyue (Records of the Grand Music
Scores) recognized as ‘an anecdote preferred to differences from authorized history’,
the phenomenon of ‘One History vs. Two Stories’ has hence occurred. This paper
combines the two stories and examines the diverse appearances and circulation of “Nie
Zheng Assassinate Han” throughout the Han Dynasties, and how its characters and plots
were adjusted in order for the legend to answer to the collective expectation of society.
Careful examination of traditional records passed through time and of the variations of
the story, reveals a change in the storyline from that of Nie Zheng assassinating Xia Lei
the Prime Minister of Han Kingdom in order to ‘convey the deepest gratitude’ described
in Shiji and Zhanguo Ce, (i.e. the authorized history, into him assassinating the King of
Han) to ‘revenge his murdered father’, as depicted in Qin Cao, Dazhou Zhengyue. Even
the popular burial figures, such as the one in Wu’s Ancestral Shrine served the function
of advocating morals and imparting indoctrination, and the change in plots, contents,
and even endings, was frequently conditioned and affected by a variety of subjective
and objective causes behind the comprehension and interpretation of “Knowledge”
made by different social stratums during different historical phases.

Keywords: Han Portrait, Nie Zheng, History, Story

*Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Dong Hwa University.
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