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Presenting “Filiality”: “Ding Lan Carved
Wood to Worship Parents” as an
Observation for the Change of Narrative
Description

Liu Hui-Ping
Professor, Department of Chinese Literature,
National Dong Hwa University

Abstract

The story of Ding Lan carving wood to worship his parents is one of the stories in
the twenty-four filial exemplars. After Song Dynasty, the storyline were found to describe
how Ding Lan lost his parents at an early age and therefore he had to carve the wood
statues for memorizing and worshipping. His wife disrespected it and pricked the fingers
of the wooden statue with a needle, causing the fingers to bleed. When Ding came home
and found the statues were in tears, he asked for the truth and later expelled his wife.

However, according to the recent version of Filial Exemplars from archaeological
sources and oversea sources, which was discovered and released in this century, we could
tell that the wooded statue in earlier version was Ding’s father rather than his mother. The
one disrespected the statue was not Ding’s wife but someone else. In the end of the story,
Ding killed the disrespected person and took his head to worship his mother. This is
highly related to the idea and promotion of blood revenge in Han Dynasty. This idea and
the narrative description had changed in Tang Dynasty as the establishment and
completeness of law and/or relevant systems had changed to forbid blood revenge. On the
other hand, the downgraded social status of women may also be another reason that
Jujing Guo, a Yuan Dynasty writer, decided to make Ding’s wife as the scapegoat of “the

unfilial” when he was editing Twenty-four Poems of Filial Piety. This version was then
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passed down till today and hence became the general accepted version.

With the method of “archaeology of knowledge,” this study aims to discuss the
heritage and change of narrative description through Ding Lan’s story. The story itself has
been used as a morality promotion or teaching words. Its storyline, plot and even the
ending were often influenced by different history and social interpretation of
“knowledge.” This feature can be thus used as a significant text for social, political and

cultural observation in different times.

Keywords: Ding Lan Carved Wood to Worship Parents, Mortuary Art, Filial Piety,
Blood Revenge
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