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A Comparison of Illustrated Covers of Chinese Classical
Popular Novels Printed in Taiwan and Romance of the

Three Kingdoms Paintings in Chiayi Folk Temples

Ko Jung-San”*

Abstract

Between the 1950s and 1970s, illustrated covers featuring colorful images became the
mainstream in the Taiwanese market for popular Chinese classical novels. These colorful
illustrations on the covers were a major selling point to attract readers. The painted decorative
images in Taiwanese temple architecture are mostly inspired by traditional Chinese classical
novels and theatrical stories. There is a certain degree of similarity between the illustrated covers
of these novels and the painted images found in temples.

Based on the available information, it appears that in the 1940s, businesses in Taiwan began
printing and selling Chinese classical popular novels. One notable example is the October 1944
lithographed edition of Romance of the Three Kingdoms (with a total of four volumes) by the
South Magazine Company of Taipei, which may have been one of the first locally printed and
sold editions of traditional Chinese classical popular novels in Taiwan, holding certain
representative significance. Each volume of this edition features a different colorful illustrated
cover. The first three volumes depict famous scenes such as the Oath of the Peach Garden, the
Three Visits to the Thatched Cottage, and the Bone-Cutting Therapy. However, the characters and
actions depicted on the cover of the fourth volume are difficult to clearly identify, and the specific
scene remains uncertain. Therefore, this paper selects the cover illustrations of the first three
volumes for discussion, comparing them with the temple paintings in Chiayi County. Upon
comparison, it is found that the novel’s illustrated covers are closer to the original text, while the

temple paintings may not necessarily follow the same depiction.

* Professor, Graduate School of Applied Chinese Studies at National Yunlin University of Science and
Technology.
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On the other hand, the "Three Heroes fight Lu Bu" is perhaps the most commonly depicted

scene from Romance of the Three Kingdoms in temple murals in the Chiayi area. Among the
limited number of editions collected by the author, several feature this scene as the cover
illustration. Both temple paintings and novel covers display creative interpretations of the story,

from weapons to mounts, offering compelling visual appeal worthy of further exploration.

Keywords: Illustrated Cover Images, Temple Murals, Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Oath of
the Peach Garden, Three Visits to the Thatched Cottage, Bone-Cutting Therapy,
Three Heroes fight Lu Bu
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