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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY

Huang Shangu
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His first name was Tingjian, and =
his style name was Luzhi. He came
from Xiushui County within Jiangxi
Province of China in the Northern
Song Dynasty. He admired the
beauty and elegance of nature, and

the forests and waters that surrounded the Shangu Monastery (“the Monastery of
Mountains and Valleys”), and therefore named himself Upasaka Shangu. He was
very filial and loving. When his mother fell ill, Shangu resigned from his position as
a government official to look after her. Being a filial son, he would personally taste
the cooked medicinal herbs before dispensing the dose to his mother. His poetry
used to be romantic, so Dhyana Master Yuan Tong Xiu admonished him and said,
“Your poetry arouses improper thoughts in people’s minds. In the future, you will
undergo retribution and definitely fall into the hells.” Shangu realized his mistake
and repented. He changed his frivolous style and opted instead to compose poems
exhorting others to liberate life.

He later followed Dhyana Master Huanglong Huitang for many years, witnessing
many Dharma Masters gain awakening. Despite this, he himself was unable to gain
awakening. He complained that the emphasis and attention was often placed more
on the masters than on the laypeople. Dhyana Master Huitang remained silent in
spite of these complaints. That year, Shangu visited the monastery in autumn when
the sweet-osmanthus flowers were in full blossom and the entire monastery was
filled with their fragrance. Dhyana Master Huitang asked, “Upasaka Shangu! Can
you smell the fragrance?” Shangu smelled the air, and he suddenly was enlightened.
He then composed a verse that said, “Say that 'm heading home, but I'm not. / In
the past I dwelt on a riverbank in the forest. / Last night after the clouds cleared and
the moon appeared, / The fragrance of the sweet-osmanthus carried in the westerly
breeze.” Shangu was sixty-one years old when he died. The Collected Poems of
Shangu later became a well-known piece of literature in the world.

Commentary:
Editor’s note: The original script was lost, so the disciples retold and re-documented the story.

16 EmERE —O——=5+=A



BIff H2 5 RS - =
AERBIEEGFLE  BEE
BREETEEE S » KA AR B Rit
FUEWREM - B BEEXL
e AT CHEZME - R
A ZEEM AN Z F 0 O
HEERNE EREZHMTEARFE
Hy -

BRI RE > =S
HRERK AN 0 HREEER
AT > BB RS 55 > )9F—Z
REBFNANFHIZFEE - FrAESREH
b BRI EEM TR S
wEEl s ZR 2T Bl
Ao ) BESRMASCEIRE R
BRABAR o T ELEE 5 i EEIESC
» RESBHIER - "TDIESE
YN

i EE - FEE - SRS
AN T E A - R
HUTPEEAKR, - TR, » &
B S MIEE R E T
FEERMmE o FANR - g 48 H
ZRE BN SFTRE » 05H
MU RIS EY LU SR - (St Ry 2
AL REEMALSEL

(BB EN) - R
=LA

fLhAEIHE - L EAFES
EE) A8 AN =W =WAE S
Wi ABEERNEAE - A—
b > BERIME  IHFINELEL
& - BB » 45R ST IEE
ININEB B AR N 0 T
BEETAE - A —H%E

"E=ZHAHESE  FEEET
W FEEAR o R s
UisEE » FrLAEaRR 2
= B9E T =8, > BHERER
FRESL 0 AFE TR

it & 2R DI RIEEA SO - (=
S EGERE o E R IERAVERER
EHUEHMGEE - 2 T S
TR WIFHRIREATE «

SOFRE

A2y

Biographies

Huang Shangu was a filial son. There is, in fact, a story that describes Shangu called
“Washing His Mother’s Chamber Pot” in the Twenty-four Exemplars of Family
Reverence known in many households. Ever since he was young, Shangu was already
very loving and devoted to his parents, taking care of them with the utmost respect
and altruism. His mother preferred everything to be immaculate and clean. She
could not stand the smell of the chamber pot. Hence, Shangu had always taken it as
part of his daily chores to empty and clean his mother’s chamber pot personally. He
had done it every day for many decades. Even when Shangu later became a highly
respected government official, he still never neglected his duties of taking care of his
mother. Even when there were plenty of servants in the household who could take
care of the cleaning, Shangu still believed that serving one’s parents is something that
all sons and daughters should do personally, that it is not a responsibility that should
be passed on to another person. He believed that being a respected government
official did not, and should not affect anything in terms of loving and looking after
his parents.

When his mother fell gravely ill, Shangu was of course at her side taking care of
her day and night. He personally tasted the medicine for her and there wasn’t a single
moment when Shangu wasn't fulfilling his duties as a filial son. Because of this, even
Su Dongpo complimented this filial devotion, saying, “His writing was the most
amazing at this time. His filial example is comparable to those of the ancients.” In
essence, this describes Shangu’s writing as brilliant, outstanding, and incomparable.
Shangu’s filial respect and his love for his friends and family could compare favorably
even with that of the people of old.

His first name was Tingjian, his style name was Luzhi, and his alias is Shangu. He
came from Fenning County of Hongzhou Province in the Northern Song Dynasty,
which is now known as the Xiushui County of Jiangxi Province. His name, Tingjian,
means “strength and devotion to the family.” In his earlier years, Shangu once visited
Shangu Monastery (“Monastery of Mountains and Valleys”) in Huoshan County
of Anhui Province. The monastery was surrounded by a beautiful panorama of
mountains, streams, valleys, and trees. He fell in love with the place, and thus called
himself Upasaka Shangu (or Shangu cultivator). Hereafter he became known as
Huang Shangu.

He already enjoyed studying and reading books as a child. Because of the time and
attention he had devoted to reading and studying, Shangu could remember things
very clearly and had in fact developed photographic memory. One time, his uncle
randomly asked him a question from one of the books he took from the shelf. He
was utterly taken aback by the way his nephew was able to answer so thoroughly
and fluently about everything. There wasn't a single thing that Shangu didn’t know.
One of Shangu’s famous quotes says, “If I don't read for three days, I find that my
face looks uglier and that my words are more detestable.” Because of this dedication
and diligence, Shangu was extremely intelligent on many levels. He had outstanding
talent in three areas -- poetry, calligraphy, and painting. His work was actually on
par with that of Su Dongpo. In fact, the two of them were collectively known as “Su
and Huang” at the time.

Although he was very talented in his youth, Shangu also made many mistakes. At
that time in the Northern Song Dynasty, the culture particularly emphasized romantic
literature focusing on relationships between men and women. Shangu was affected by

this societal trend and thus wrote extensively on such themes.  $9To be continued
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