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Liu Bowen and the Folk Stories
“Killing the Tartars on Mid-Autumn Day”

Hok-lam Chan’

Abstract

This paper examines the origin and sources of a series of one of the most popular
folk stories in modern and contemporary China, “Killing the Tartars on Mid-Autumn
Day,” and assesses its affinity with political and folkloric development. These
stories reflect the collective memory of the misery of the Chinese peasants in the Huai
and Yangzi River region under the repressive Mongol rule. They describe how the
peasants, tipped off by a message found hidden in the stuffing of a moon cake on the
night of the Mid-Autumn Festival, rose up in rebellion, slaughtered the Mongols and
toppled the Yuan dynasty. “Tartars” was a derogatory ethnic appellation for the
Mongols. Later versions of these stories attributed the ingenious moon cake plot to
Liu Bowen, the great minister of the Ming dynasty founder who was later
mythologized as a sagacious strategist and clairvoyant prognosticator, author of the
renowned prophecy book Shaobingge. None of the standard histories carry any
reference to these sensational stories, and various versions of the saga were
transmitted through oral narration and later recorded by folklorists with additional
trappings. Similar versions appeared in a Mongol legend, with both oral and written
forms, attesting to the reciprocal influence of Han and Mongol folk culture.

This popular folklore was fictitious; in fact, Chinese peasants rose against the
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Mongols under the propaganda of the White-Lotus Maitreya society, and the Yuan
dynasty did not end until after more than a decade of infighting among contentious
Chinese warlords culminating in the founding of the Ming dynasty. Nevertheless,
there was a modicum of truth in the stories’ descriptions of various Mongol repressive
measures against the Chinese, such as “ten Han families forced to host a Tartar at

2 <&

home,” “ten families sharing a single kitchen chopper,” “Mongol headman claiming

9% 4L,

the first night of a virgin set to marry,” “twenty Han families grouped into a
household headed by a Northern official,” and so forth. Though presented in
exaggerated fiction, such events can be traced to Yuan historical records. A crude
form of the stories appeared in the early Yuan work Jinyulu ascribed to Xu Dazhuo
and first printed in the late Qing. It relates how a certain Chinese female in Wu
County in Suzhou was molested on her wedding night by the Mongol headman; she
killed the headman and committed suicide together with her husband, thus
precipitating the villagers of several provinces to rise up against the Mongol chief.
Probably inspired by this bizarre source, the anonymous author(s) or promoters of the
“killing the Tartars” stories extracted random information from the official Yuan
history and Mongol folklore about Mongol officials’ callous treatment of the Han
Chinese, as well as the alleged eschatological revelation on the intercalary fifteenth
day of the eighth (lunar) month proclaimed by the seditious Eight Trigrams Society to
buttress the fictional allure of the stories. Finally, they co-opted Liu Bowen to be
the mastermind of the moon cake plot that sparked the rebellion to complete the
folkloric saga.

Who were the author(s) or promoters of these stories? It is highly probable they
were either members of anti-Manchu secret societies or revolutionary alliances or
their sympathizers at the end of the Qing dynasty. In creating these stories they
deftly exploited the collective memory of the Han Chinese rebellion against the
Mongols and to topple the Yuan dynasty, the mid-Qing pfopaganda of the Taiping
rebels defaming the Manchus as monstrous Tartars, and the popular lore of Liu

Bowen prophesizing the demise of the Qing dynasty. They attacked the Mongols as
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a stand-in for the Manchus, seeking to propagate the “expel the Tartars, restore
Chinese rule” manifesto of the Han nationalist revolution. Spurred by anti-Manchu
and Han Chinese superiority fervor, these stories emerged as the most celebrated
folklore of the Mid-Autumn Festival in the early Republican period, and their
popularity has survived to this day. However, the drastic political and ideological
transformations in China since the 1950s have greatly affected the content and diction
of new versions of these stories. The lingering anti-Manchu sentiment and Han
ethno-centrism have vanished, and the inter-nationality class struggle ideology and the
derogatory ethnic reference to “killing the Tartars” have also gradually disappeared,

erasing some of the old tracks of history.

Keywords: Liu Bowen, Liu Ji, Mid-Autumn Festival, moon cake, Mongols,

“Kkilling the Tartars”, Yuan Dynasty
g
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