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The story of Mulan, the young girl who joins the army to save her family and her country, is at least 1500 years old. Nobody knows when the story was first told. The first written record of the story is The Ballad of Mulan from the sixth century. That folk song was told in 31 couplets, a format which we have followed, more or less, in this book’s 30 six-line verses.

Over the centuries, the story of Mulan has inspired dozens of poems, plays, novels, songs, and more recently, graphic novels, TV shows and films. The details of the story vary, but the core is always the same: a young girl living with her family in a small Chinese village learns that the army requires each family to contribute one man to fight invaders from the North. To save her elderly father she disguises herself as a young man and enlists in the army; she excels at fighting, strategy and leadership and rises through the ranks; the war ends successfully; she is recognized as a hero and is offered rewards by the Emperor; she declines the rewards and humbly chooses to return to her family and take up the traditional life of a village woman.

Mulan’s story tells us a lot about women in traditional Chinese society. China was male-dominated, though not as much as some other cultures. Families were led by men, though a widow could assume temporary leadership until her oldest son came of age. Men could divorce their wives for any of seven different reasons, but a woman could only divorce her husband if he agreed. And property was passed on from father to son, bypassing wives and daughters.

The most extreme form of female subservience was foot binding, where a young girl’s feet were tightly wrapped in cloth to prevent them from growing to normal size, thus making the girl appear more beautiful but also less mobile and less able to do daily chores. Originally limited to the wealthy elite, foot binding eventually spread throughout China.

The Chinese revolution in 1911 and the communist rise to power in 1949 changed most of this. Foot binding was outlawed, parents no longer controlled marriage, and inheritance laws applied equally to women and men. Mao Zedong’s famous dictum, “Women hold up half the sky,” helped to shift women into more or less equal roles to men, though Chinese women were (and still are) expected to at least give the appearance of being subservient to men.

So on the one hand, Mulan is a breaker of traditions, a liberated woman in a male dominated society, saving her country and her family. But looking deeper, the Mulan story is not as radical as it first appears. Mulan saves her country and her family, but she does it as a man. And when the time comes for her to be rewarded, does she reveal herself to be a woman and accept her rewards from the Emperor and become a female army general (or assume a high civil post, as described in some versions)? No. She reveals herself as a woman, and then she humbly chooses to take on the traditional role of a woman, returning to her village and, we assume, becoming a wife and mother.

And so, Mulan shows us both the power of the Chinese woman (slayer of invaders, leader of troops, hero of the nation) but also the limitations. 

In our telling of the Mulan story, we remain faithful to the core story and tell how she returns to her village, but as to what her life is like afterwards, we leave that open for you to imagine!

There are many versions of Mulan, but our goal here is to combine a great story with an opportunity to learn to read Simplified Chinese. To do that, we’ve limited the vocabulary that we use, telling the story with only 240 different words using fewer than 300 total characters. We also make the reading a bit easier by underlining proper nouns, and defining new words (those not included in the standard HSK-3 word list) on the page where they first appear. Each page of Chinese also contains the pinyin (romanized spelling) version and an English translation. The pinyin is also useful for looking up the meaning of words in the glossary, which is sorted alphabetically by pinyin. You can listen to a free audiobook version of this book on YouTube, on the Imagin8 Press channel.

We are grateful to our friends at NextMars Media for their terrific illustrations, which were colorized by Pui Jo Ng. And thanks to Xiao Hui Wang and Arnaud Ysmal for their careful review of the manuscript.

We hope you enjoy this book! We have lots of other books for beginning and intermediate Chinese readers, see our website www.imagin8press.com to learn more. And feel free to contact us at info@imagin8press.com. 

Jeff Pepper 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA

March 2021

Revised June 2026
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Mulan, Woman Warrior
木兰女战士
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我叫木兰，我姓花。

今年夏天，我就十七岁了。

我喜欢骑[1]​马和用剑[2]​。

人们说女孩不应该做这些事。

但是我不听，

因为我喜欢骑马和打仗[3]​。
———————————————
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My name is Mulan. My family name is Hua. 

This summer I will be seventeen years old.

I love to ride my horse and use my sword.

People say that a girl should not do these things.

But I don’t listen to them,

Because I love to ride and fight.

———————————————
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Wǒ jiào Mùlán, wǒ xìng Huā.

Jīnnián xiàtiān, wǒ jiù shíqī suì le.

Wǒ xǐhuān qímǎ hé yòng jiàn.

Rénmen shuō nǚhái bù yīnggāi zuò zhèxiē shì.

Dànshì wǒ bù tīng,

Yīnwèi wǒ xǐhuān qímǎ hé dǎzhàng.
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我的家在中国北[4]​方。

我爸爸年轻的时候，在军队[5]​里。

他现在老了，但是他教我骑马和打仗。

我和爸爸妈妈、弟弟、和妹妹住在一起。

我还有一个哥哥，他叫平，

但是他在我十二岁的时候死[6]​了。
———————————————
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My family lives in northern China.
When my father was young, he was in the army.

He is old now, but he teaches me to ride and fight.

I live with my parents, younger brother, and younger sister.

I also had an older brother named Ping,

But he died when I was twelve years old.

———————————————
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Wǒ de jiā zài Zhōngguó běifāng. 

Wǒ bàba niánqīng de shíhòu, zài jūnduì lǐ. 

Tā xiànzài lǎo le, dànshì tā jiào wǒ qímǎ hé dǎzhàng. 

Wǒ hé bàba māma, dìdi, hé mèimei zhù zài yìqi. 

Wǒ hái yǒu yīgè gēge, tā jiào Píng,

Dànshì tā zài wǒ shí'èr suì de shíhòu sǐ le.
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今天有一个士兵[7]​来到我们家。

他说我们的国家有危险[8]​。

长城[9]​的北边住着匈奴人。

他们的土地[10]​不好。

他们看到了我们的好土地。

他们想要它，但是这是我们的家！

———————————————
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Today a soldier came to our house.
He said our country is in danger.

North of the Great Wall live the Hun people.

Their land is not good.

They have seen our good land.

They want it, but this is our home!

———————————————
[image: ]


Jīntiān yǒu yīgè shìbīng láidào wǒmen jiā. 

Tā shuō wǒmen de guójiā yǒu wēixiǎn.

Chángchéng de běibiān zhùzhe Xiōngnú rén. 

Tāmen de tǔdì bù hǎo.

Tāmen kàndào le wǒmen de hǎo tǔdì. 

Tāmen xiǎngyào tā, dànshì zhè shì wǒmen de jiā!

[image: ]

现在，每家都必须有一个人去军队。

我爸爸想去，但是他太老了。

我的弟弟想去，但是他只是一个男孩。

怎么才能让我家有一个男人去军队呢？

我知道我怎么能帮助我的家和国家。

但是我的爸爸妈妈不会喜欢的。

———————————————
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Now every family must give one man to the army.
My father wants to go, but he is too old.

My younger brother wants to go, but he is just a boy.

How can my family give a man to the army?

I know how I can help my family and country.

But my parents will not like it.

———————————————
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Xiànzài, měi jiā dōu bìxū yǒu yīgè rén qù jūnduì. 

Wǒ bàba xiǎng qù, dànshì tā tài lǎo le.

Wǒ de dìdi xiǎng qù, dànshì tā zhǐshì yīgè nánhái. 

Zěnme cáinéng ràng wǒjiā yǒu yī gè nánrén qù jūnduì ne?

Wǒ zhīdào wǒ zěnme néng bāngzhù wǒ de jiā hé guójiā. 

Dànshì wǒ de bàba māma bù huì xǐhuān de.
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我告诉爸爸我想去军队。

他说，“不，你不能去。”

我告诉妈妈我想去军队。

她说，“不，你不能去。”

但是我必须帮助我的家和国家。

所以我说我不会听他们的。

———————————————
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I tell my father that I want to be a soldier.
He says, “No, you cannot.”

I tell my mother that I want to be a soldier.

She says, “No, you cannot.”

But I must help my family and country. 

So I say I will not listen to them.

———————————————
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Wǒ gàosù bàba wǒ xiǎng qù jūnduì. 

Tā shuō, “Bù, nǐ bùnéng qù.”

Wǒ gàosù māma wǒ xiǎng qù jūnduì. 

Tā shuō, “Bù, nǐ bùnéng qù.”

Dànshì wǒ bìxū bāngzhù wǒ de jiā hé guójiā. 

Suǒyǐ wǒ shuō wǒ bù huì tīng tāmen de.
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我骑马会比村[11]​里的男孩快。

我打仗会比村里的男孩好。

我的国家需要帮助，

军队需要年轻人。

所以虽然我是一个女孩，

我知道我应该做什么。

———————————————
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I can ride faster than the village boys.
I can fight better than the village boys.

My country needs help,

And the army needs young men.

So though I am a young woman,

I know what I must do.

———————————————
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Wǒ qímǎ huì bǐ cūnlǐ de nánhái kuài.

Wǒ dǎzhàng huì bǐ cūnlǐ de nánhái hǎo.

Wǒ de guójiā xūyào bāngzhù, 

Jūnduì xūyào niánqīng rén.

Suǒyǐ suīrán wǒ shì yīgè nǚhái, 

W
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