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[bookmark: _GoBack]The Three kingdoms period of Chinese history has been a huge part of Chinese culture over time, and is still extremely relevant in so many different mediums and for different purposes, it is also amongst one of the most accessible time periods for a western audience thanks to Luo Guanzhong’s classical work ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ (Pinyin: Sānguó Yănyì/ Mandarin: 三國演義). 
However, in China this time period and the classical work has remained prevalent within modern Chinese culture and attitudes, with characters who possess desired traits such as ; honour, bravery, loyalty and strength it is understandable why this classical work is so engrained in Chinese society.
The Three kingdoms have been famously referenced by influential figures such as Mao Zedong (Lazarus, The Diplomat, 2016) and Deng Xiaoping several different occasions and even references are a part of everyday conversations with sayings such as the Mandarin equivalent to “Speak of the Devil” (說曹操, 曹操到/shuō Cáo Cāo, Cáo Cāo dào) meaning speak of Cao Cao and he will arrive- Cao Cao being a prominent figure during the Three Kingdoms period and portrayed as a man with evil traits within Luo Guanzhong’s work. In a time period where different religious and political ideologies conflicted with one another it is a good study of the flaws and the personal attitudes towards said beliefs and regimes with Luo Guanzhong of course with his own biases from his personal beliefs.

In more recent times the events of the Three Kingdoms have been portrayed in two tv series consisting of many episodes and with a considerably high production value and positive critical reception outside of China as well, these series are two separate entities with different writing staff and producers with one being aired in 1994 and the other launching in 2010. 
With access to the whole of the 2010 series at hand I decided to watch the show and look at how the time period has been presented in this series and explore perhaps why it has been done this way and what values it still holds to Chinese society. I will be looking at political context of when the show was produced, how several key events were portrayed and how it may be perceived and what the purpose of the tv show seems to be. I will also be drawing some comparisons with the 1994 production and noting any significant difference in representations and why they may be. The reasoning for focusing on the 2010 production primarily is due to the lack of access I have to information regarding the 1994 production and any analysis I will make will almost always be direct contrasts and comparisons with the later series.
The main focal points of this case study overall are to understand what the ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ tv series represents and where it fits in for modern Chinese culture and why it is still so loved and revered.

It is vital to first understand some context of the source material of which the Three Kingdoms tv series is based upon, that includes both the actual time period but also of course Luo Guanzhong’s classical work of the same name. This is key to help understand why the time period was deemed the subject of the show along with what deviations the show may take from the narrative or historical fact and for what reasons they may be. Of course, many aspects can be viewed from different perspectives and I will be openly what these different perspectives and approaches may be and why they may be.
Luo Guanzhong and the Three Kingdoms
The Three Kingdoms era of China took place after the fall of the Later Han Dynasty from 220 C.E to 280 C.E and creating the circumstances that paved the way for the following Jin Dynasty (Theobold, 2020). China was wrought with war and eventually was separated into three predominant factions ‘Shu Han,’ ‘Sun Wu’ and ‘Cao Wei’ which I will be referring to as ‘Shu’ Wu’ and ’Wei’ respectively as there full names are to prevent confusion with other Kingdoms with the similar names during other time periods. With the Emperors court being heavily influenced by a council of retainers and then the succession of a young inexperienced emperors who were almost instantly manipulated by the local warlords with some aiming to increase their own power whilst others attempted to restore the Han Dynasty. With the period being filled with different alliances and many betrayals alongside many battles involving famous warriors it is no wonder why the period is still such a huge source of entertaining stories through different mediums not just tv shows.

Luo Guanzhong who is attributed with writing ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’, supposedly lived during the late Yuan and Early Ming dynasties and used a variety of different sources for producing the work which are evident in the classical novel. 
Whether Luo Guanzhong is the name of the author it almost irrelevant and can almost just be used as a pseudonym for whoever it was, what is relevant is the fact that the author drew information and inspiration from historical records such as Chen Shou’s ‘Records of the Three Kingdoms’, Tang Dynasty poetry as well as personal biases from the authors own beliefs intertwined within an entertaining narrative (Moss. Roberts, ‘Afterword’). As it is the name commonly attributed to the creator of the ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ I will be referring to them as Luo Guanzhong despite the scholarly debate, as it is somewhat irrelevant for this case study.
The transition from the Yuan Dynasty to the Ming dynasty was one of drastic change especially in regards to philosophy and religious preferences by the ruling class after the Mongol Yuan Dynasty was no more and a Han Chinese government was back in control the three prominent religions of China; Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism had returned to popularity with the Ming preferring Daoist beliefs and teachings (Wang, 2012).

Politics of the 90’s
The first tv production that began in 1994 was broadcasted amid a time of change for the Chinese government and regime. Understanding some of the greater changes that were taking place within Chinese politics can help provide a clearer understanding of the purpose and significance of the ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ series. I consider after years of conflict and recovery from the war, the international fall of communism and international repercussions after the Tiananmen square protests led to a fall in favour with other nations for China all of these factors seemingly affect how important this portrayal of the three kingdoms would become to be to the Chinese populace over the years, and how the government would be able to use it to an advantage.
The popularity of the communist party around this time was questionable after the Tiananmen protests and the leader of the party at the time Deng Xiaoping was under scrutiny from his own populace and even the military (Vogel.2011). The production of the show during the 90’s included a huge array of cast members supposedly up to 400,000 people were involved allowing them to take part in a production representing such a heroic part of their history and heritage (Knight.2012). The production in fact received national involvement and unity with even army divisions involved in the live-acted battle sequences, the battle of Guandu alone included 4000 soldiers amongst other actors (Besio and Tung, 2007).

The Three Kingdoms held in high Regard 
Both series based on the classical work were in fact heavily expensive to produce, with both breaking records for the production costs at the time, when it was first broadcast the 2010 series was the most expensive small screen Chinese series to date (China.org.cn, 2009). The fact so much investment of time and money goes into producing this series as opposed to attempting to just purely monetarily profit off the production shows the pride and quality that has to be presented when creating any form of entertainment in regards to the three kingdoms period. Despite the high popularity the show was to receive the cost of production involving props and costumes would mean profit would not be as high as expected (China.org.cn,2009). These series’, if not for money, must seemingly be created in order to present in the best way possible a Chinese epic depicting characters that represent different virtues and tells a tale of heroism and drama.
After speaking with John Zhu a graduate of the University of North Carolina and host of the ‘3kingdoms podcast’ as well as someone who lived in China during his early childhood during the 80’s, he made it very clear to me that the stories of the three kingdoms were intertwined with daily life (J.Zhu, Personal communication, April 27, 2020). The stories of the Three kingdoms were broadcast on the radio along with different levels of reading the actual stories like comic books were widely available, you did not need to be a historian to know the ‘Romance of The Three kingdoms’ and the classical work’s fiction began to “overshadow real history”(J.Zhu, Personal Communication, April 27,2020). This ‘history’ was more about how the Chinese society was able to view itself and therefore more important.
Casting 
Both productions received critical acclaim when it came to awards despite both having different takes on Luo Guanzhong’s classical work. The production from the 90’s received the ‘Best tv Series’ from the Golden Eagle awards and Bao Guo’an who portrayed Cao Cao received ‘Best actor in a leading role’ (IMDb). The 2010 seriies also received awards of being ‘Outstanding Television’ with the actor portraying Cao Cao, Jianbin Chen winning ‘Best Actor’ at the Asia Rainbow Tv awards (IMDb). Bao Guo’an states playing Cao Cao propelled his career massively ((鲍国安_百度百科, 2020).
 The success of both shows and their inspiration from Romance of the Three Kingdoms is of no surprise especially with the ‘Three Kingdoms’ gaining more and more attention from the West it seems sure that more tv shows will be made especially after HBO were seemingly interested in broadcasting the 2010 series over in America (Ancient classic, modern tale - China.org.cn, 2010).
He attempted to play a character slightly different from the classic evil villain he is usually portrayed as and is in his legacy, this was probably beneficial considering Deng Xiaoping references considerable admiration for Cao Cao and his attempt to unify China (Lazarus, The Diplomat, 2016).
The actor who portrayed the legendary Zhuge Liang, Tang Guoqiang had also portrayed Mao Zedong in many different film productions (IMDb), This shows that when casting was decided having an actor who was able to portray highly reputable figures was vital. Considering that Tang Guoqiang played Mao Zedong in many different productions the two ‘characters’ would almost become synonymous  with one another they now share the same public image on television via the same actor, audiences of the tv show would now watch ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ and see not just Zhuge Liang but also Mao Zedong.
Being one of the earliest serial dramas accessible for a Chinese audience, the series did extremely well at gaining attention outside of China; being broadcasted in Taiwan and Japan (Zhu, 2008). The show took place over just fewer than 100 episodes and the hard work seemingly paid off with its internal and external appreciation. 
Both Bao Guo’an and Tang Guoqiang had a similar perspective when it came to portraying their respective roles; saying they had to adapt the characters into their own individual strengths and make them somewhat more accessible to a modern audience due to the significant length of time from when the characters were initially portrayed in Luo Guanzhong’s novel (SCMP. ‘Tang Guoqiang’, 2009) (鲍国安_百度百科, 2020).

What did the 2010 Series represent and the audience response?
The 2010 series came at a time in which China under the leadership of Hu Jintao was attempting to follow the moral guide of a revised “8 honours and 8 disgraces” that stemmed from Confucian beliefs (Mulvenon, 2009). These social values were meant to be a guideline for both citizens and the Peoples Liberation Army (Mulvenon, 2009). The Three Kingdoms consists of characters who almost personify these values such as Guan Yu and seeing them perform heroic acts and being fan favourites would support the ideas that Hu Jintao was trying to encourage. These values coinciding with China’s new ‘soft power’ approach to foreign policy in which peaceful forms of cultural influence began with the initiation of Confucian institutes in countries like Romania and over North Africa (Lai and Lu, 2012), would once again coincide with the 2010 ‘Three Kingdoms television series. The Three Kingdoms tv series would be broadcast throughout Romania and Turkey during this time showing how China wished to portray itself to the world outside of Asia that would have been less familiar with the Three Kingdoms heritage that Chinese society values so highly (Ancient classic, modern tale - China.org.cn, 2010).
Despite the critical acclaim that the 2010 series received, there was also some less impressed viewership on how the series deviated from Luo Guanzhong’s fictionalisation with different character developments that strayed from the classic and well known portrayals, for example Cao Cao being an evil antagonistic character (Ancient classic, modern tale - China.org.cn, 2010). This well-known character trope may in fact have been added to the Romance of the Three Kingdoms through the edits applied by Mao Zonggang and his son, these are in fact not the original author’s biases/not as harshly condemning of Cao Cao at least (West, 1996). 
Gao Xixi reputed comments suggesting the show favoured Cao Cao and also explained that several different factors were considered when it came to casting actors such as similarities to the character, they wished to portray but also the actors relevance and popularity at the time (Ancient classic, modern tale - China.org.cn, 2010). This shows that a production on the on the Three Kingdoms can not have actors that are not well-skilled and famous, it is not the sort of production in which you can risk having a bad actor portray an iconic figure and disrespect the source material the show pays homage to. Despite having enough source material to build the social interaction around; like what the 1994 series where it directly uses interactions from the classical novel, the 2010 series attempts to expand some more minor plot points. For example, in order to appease the female audience, they expand the romantic plot between Diao Chan and Lu Bu (Ancient classic, modern tale - China.org.cn, 2010). Plot lines like this being expanded upon are more content for the viewer to enjoy without drastically changing the story as in Luo Guanzhong’s work it is the love triangle between Lu Bu, Dong Zhou and Diao Chan that causes Lu Bu to slay Dong Zhou, that narrative does not change but is instead expanded upon in the 2010 series with heavier emphasis of Diao Chan and Lu Bu’s relationship. The risks taken in regard to narrative are not drastic deviations that change the narrative of the classic Romance of the Three Kingdoms storyline.
Conclusion
The Three Kingdoms period of Chinese history is held dear to modern Chinese society thanks in many parts due to Luo Guanzhong’s stand-out fictionalisation, the values and stand-out characters possess traits that are still highly regarded in a country that is so independently ran in regards to the rest of the world. The belief in their own nations strength and heritage stems from epic stories like the romance of the three kingdoms and tv productions being able to bring these legendary moments to the 20th and 21st century after years of conflict throughout the world can only help solidify this individualism.
With both the 1994 and 2010 productions having some creative differences from one another it is clear nonetheless that the three kingdoms period is one that is loved by Chinese society and with the involvement of the national army helping recreate many of the battle scenes in the 1994 production it is clearly viewed as an honour to portray these characters and an honour to be involved, on a grander scale than perhaps British medieval battle re-enactments and more similar to American civil-war re-enactments despite the three kingdoms being a significantly longer time ago.
The facts and history of the three Kingdoms have almost become irrelevant in comparison to the social dynamic between the characters of the time period created within ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms’ this is evident from the somewhat poorer reception the 2010 tv production received when it attempted to deviate from the classical work and why nonetheless both tv shows used the title of the classical work in order to gain attention and used it as the basis as opposed to just relying on Chen Shou’s more historically accurate documentation of the events.
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