The Song-Yuan Dynastic Transition
China’s Song dynasty occupies a special place in Chinese history. Between 960 and
1279, China saw great economic prosperity and cultural achievements. The Song
government instituted civil service examinations to recruit government officials
from the populace. Education was elevated to an unprecedentedly high position
and cultural products flourished. A type of gentleman known as the scholar-official
rose to dominate Chinese society. Well-versed in classical traditions and educated
in a Confucian curriculum, they promoted values such as loyalty, sincerity,
diligence, and filial piety, and reshaped the political culture of China. Though faced
with constant foreign aggressions, the Song-era Chinese were able to create
remarkable cultural and economic prosperity.
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Wen Tianxiang’s Life
Wen Tianxiang was one of these scholar-officials. When he was born in Luling, in
today’s Jiangxi province, Southern China, in 1236, the Mongols had risen in
Mongolia and conquered the Song dynasty’s northern neighbor, the Jin dynasty.
The Mongolian cavalry swept through almost the entirety of Eurasia, from Korea
to Arabia, from Russia to the
Balkans, defeating all rivals on
their path of conquest. However,
Southern China’s landscape, full
of rivers and lakes, helped the
Song resist the Mongol invasion
for decades.

Wen Tianxiang passed the highest level of civil service examinations at the age of
20, and was ranked as first place by the Song emperor, a remarkable academic
achievement for a young man. Later he served in the Ministry of Justice and was
appointed as the Prefect of Ganzhou.
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The Mongol Invasion
In 1274, the Mongolian leader, Kublai Khan, launched another invasion of the Song
dynasty. Wen Tianxiang went to the capital in today’s Hangzhou city to support
the court. There he was appointed Grand Councilor and sent to negotiate peace
with the Mongols. Wen was detained by the Mongols when he accused them of
breaking the peace. However, he managed to escape to Wenzhou, and
summoned the local army to continue resisting the Mongol invasion. In 1278, Wen
was captured again by the Mongols who, knowing his erudition and reputation,
offered him a post in
the Mongol court. Wen
firmly

rejected

this

offer. He remained in
detainment

by

the

Mongols for another
four years before he
was executed in 1283.

Wen’s Poetry
During his time in the Mongol prison, Wen Tianxiang authored poems which later
became classics in the Chinese poetic tradition. The patriotic poems and essays in
Wen Tianxiang’s anthology were widely known in China by the time he was
incarcerated in the capital. His famous “Song of Righteousness” (zhengqige) was
written while in the Yuan dynasty’s military prison. His “Pointing South” (Zhinanlu)
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is an account of his flight to Yangzhou, and his “Passing the Lingding Ocean” is a
diary of his role as a Song loyalist in the final days of the falling empire.

Wen Tianxiang’s most famous verses, “Who is ever immune from death? Leave me
with a loyal heart shining in the pages of history”, have inspired numerous Chinese
in later generations when China was again faced with the danger of foreign
aggression. Wen is remembered as a national hero, a martyr, and an exemplar of
the ideal of loyalty to this day.
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