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The book you are about to read is not a word-for-word copy of the original novel, which is a half-million characters long and uses nearly 14,000 different Chinese words, many of which are archaic and unrecognizable to modern readers. We have retold the story in a way that, we hope, will make it accessible to people who are learning to read Chinese. This book uses only around 1500 different Chinese words, and we tell the story using shorter and less complex sentences. We also use far fewer proper nouns compared to the original novel, which has over 430 different named characters! 

To make the text easier to read, each proper noun is underlined, and each word that is not in the HSK4 vocabulary (a list of the most commonly used 1200 words in the Chinese language) is highlighted and defined on the page where it’s first used. 

You can listen to the audio version of this book which is available in high quality audio on Audible.com, and also in standard quality audio for free on YouTube and on the Imagin8 Press website, www.imagin8press.com.

We’ve tried to find and squash all errors, but it’s unavoidable that some will have slipped through. If you find any mistakes, please let us know by sending us email at info@imagin8press.com. We promise to respond quickly, and we will revise the book to make any changes needed.

We hope you have as much fun reading the book as we had writing it!
Jeff Pepper and Xiao Hui Wang

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA
October, 2024
Revised December, 2024
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This book is loosely based on the historical events that led to the overthrow in 1066 B.C. of King Di Xin, the 31st in a line of Shang kings going back seventeen generations and six centuries. 

The king’s name in his lifetime was Di Xin of Shang (商帝辛, shāng dì xīn). After his death he was mockingly referred to as King Zhou (纣王, zhòu wáng), because zhòu (纣) is Chinese for “crupper,” the rear strap on a saddle that goes under the horse’s tail and is most likely to be soiled by the horse. For this reason, some translations refer to him as King Zhou. We call him Di Xin, because the name Zhou (纣, zhòu) is confusingly similar to the name of the Zhou (周, zhōu) Dynasty that succeeded Shang.

[image: image]Unlike most of his predecessors, Di Xin was a tyrannical despot who, encouraged by his favorite concubine Daji, enjoyed inventing creative ways to torture and execute people who displeased him. Not surprisingly, he was despised by his subjects. 

According to the concept of “mandate of heaven” (天命, tiānmìng), heaven gives its mandate to a just ruler, the so-called “son of heaven.” If the ruler loses his mandate, the people have the right to overthrow him. In fact, if a ruler is overthrown, that can be taken as proof that he was unworthy and had lost heaven’s mandate. 

In the case of Di Xin, there were many indications that he had lost heaven’s mandate. One poem said that “Heaven has sent down death and disorder; famine comes repeatedly​[3]​.” This was partly caused by his mismanagement of the kingdom’s resources, but also the result of a long-term cooling climate which caused crops to fail. To make matters worse, there were two disturbing portents in the sky. The five known planets all appeared tightly clustered together in the constellation of Cancer. And a few months later, Halley’s comet blazed in the sky. Taken together, many believed that Di Xin had lost the mandate of heaven and needed to be toppled from the throne.

Matters came to a head in January of 1066 B.C., when Ji Fa, the leader of Zhou and Overlord of the West (a title given to him by Di Xin) dispatched a large army which arrived in the capital city of Zhaoge the following month. To defend the capital, Di Xin had gathered 530,000 soldiers and conscripted another 170,000 slaves. But the slaves refused to fight, and many of the soldiers turned their spears upside down or defected to the Zhou side. The Zhou army quickly overthrew Di Xin in the Battle of Muyi, described by a historian as “like crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood.” Ji Fa became King Wu, founding the Zhou Dynasty which lasted for almost 800 years.

The overthrow of the king of Shang by a mere provincial governor was considered a disturbing precedent by the kings and emperors who followed. They didn’t like the idea that their subjects might decide that they were unhappy with their ruler and should take matters into their own hands. For a local official to presume to go against his king was seen later as “a monstrous crime of insubordination and a violation of Confucian ethics,” even though Confucius wasn’t born until 500 years after these events.

For centuries, philosophers struggled to resolve this contradiction. The great philosopher Confucius taught that officials should be loyal to their king, just as a child should be loyal to their parents. But what if the king fails in his duties and doesn’t care for his people? When the Confucian philosopher Mencius was asked about this, he replied that a king should be benevolent and merciful, but if he is not, then he is not a king but a tyrant, and tyrants must be punished. Speaking of the overthrow of Di Xin, he wrote​[4]​, “We heard that the tyrant was punished; not that the king was murdered.”

Twenty-four centuries later, Zhu Yuanzhang, the founder of the Ming Dynasty, was also fond of creative methods of torture and execution. He was worried about the precedent set by the popular uprising against the king of Shang. So in the year 1393 he ordered all mention of this historical event deleted from Mencius, a classic book written by Mencius and his disciples. This resulted in the disappearance of about a third of the book, and what was left became known as the Abridged Essays of Mencius.

The book you are about to read is not just a chronicle of the depraved actions of a bewitched king. It also examines the life-and-death decisions faced by his ministers and generals. Should they remain loyal to the king, despite the awful things he does and says? Or should they conclude that the king has lost the mandate of heaven and must be removed? There is no middle ground. And as you’ll see, each individual needs to decide where their loyalties lie.

~ ~ ~
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The original Chinese title of this book is封神演义 (fēng shén yǎnyì), although it is commonly known as just 封神榜 (fēng shén bǎng). The closest word-for-word translations of these titles would be “Romance of the Naming of the Gods” and “The Granting of the Names of the Gods.” 

Because these are awkward in English, translators over the years have come up with many different titles for the book, including Investiture of the Gods, Canonisation of the Gods, Creation of the Gods, The Legend of Deification, The Story of Chinese Gods, and even Chronicles of the God’s Order. But we have chosen to break with tradition completely and call this book The Last King of Shang. Of course, this doesn’t match the original title at all. But we feel it best captures the theme of the book, which is the corruption and decay of the Shang dynasty and the difficult choices faced by his ministers and generals as they try to decide what to
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