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​​​​​Introduction
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I grew up in two languages and somewhere in the messy middle I learned that being bilingual does not magically make you a literary expert. It mostly makes you very good at ordering food in two tongues and inventing polite ways to admit you haven’t the foggiest who half the historical characters are. This series — The Middler’s Library — is my attempt to fix that, one baffling classic and one absurd web serial at a time.

This volume collects my readings of books about Chinese history and of web novels set deep in Ming-era China: three big serialised web novels that rework the Ming into everything from cosy ‘fix-the-state’ fantasies to palace-level soap operas, alongside a handful of serious history books and quirky mystery collections that helped me understand the real context behind the fiction. Expect chapters on time-travelling protagonists, state advisors who lecture from prison, eunuchs with political clout, and the curious modern obsession with remaking the past for entertainment. You’ll also find short primers — who’s who in the Ming court, why eunuchs matter, what a ‘Zhuangyuan’ actually is — and plain English explanations of recurring tropes readers keep seeing across these stories.

If that sounds like a strange mix, you’re right. The book hops between academic-sounding non-fiction (archaeology, dynasty politics) and rollicking serial fiction that runs to millions of Chinese characters. Sometimes I take a learned detour (oracle bones, human sacrifice, the origins of certain legends); sometimes I happily abandon nuance and just cheer when a protagonist finally tells the emperor to do one. My job here is not to teach you everything about the Ming — that would take an actual library — but to give you enough map and compass to enjoy the novels, to understand why the historical bits are being used the way they are, and to laugh when the same tropes turn up for the hundredth time.

Who is this book for? If you’re a Western reader curious about Chinese historical fiction but wary of giant translation walls; if you like alternate history and palace dramas and want the historical scaffolding without a university course; or if you’re, like me, a middler who wants to turn cultural bewilderment into breathless dinner-party trivia — welcome. Read this book as you would a friendly guide: sceptical, amused, and with a warm cup of tea at hand.

A final note: I am not a professional historian. I am a curious reader who will happily be corrected. Think of this as a companion chat in which I point at interesting books, summarise the bits that hooked me, and confess where I was utterly lost. If you find a mistake, tell me. If you find a book you love after reading my note, tell me even louder.

Onwards — to eunuchs, to secret advisors, and to the very peculiar art of saving a dynasty one chapter at a time!
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​​The Unwritten Shiji: A Genetic History of the Chinese People
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Book title: The Unwritten Shiji: A Genetic History of the Chinese People (无字史记) 

Author: Boyin (波音)

Where to find it: Amazon.com: 无字史记 (Chinese Edition) eBook : 波音: Kindle Store 

‘无字’ in the title means ‘wordless’ but ‘史记’ (Shiji) refers to one of the most well-known historical records of ancient China (written with words, of course), so I was immediately intrigued by the title. If you can’t record with words, what are you recording with?

The author’s preface immediately tells me: genes.

The very first question in the preface hooked me immediately. The author asks: ‘Is Peking Man our direct ancestor?’

Whenever I hear about the Zhoukoudian Peking Man, I’m instantly reminded of that iconic photo from my middle school history textbooks. 

[image: G:\My Drive\Struggling Story Seller\Substack book review\1. 无字史记\0.1.png]

Looking back, was there anyone who didn’t doodle a cheeky moustache on poor old Peking Man? Pure childhood memories right there.

But honestly, aside from seeing him in those textbooks, I never really gave the guy another thought throughout the rest of my education.

Back then, Peking Man was just a bullet point on a syllabus – a bit of trivia to memorise for an exam rather than a subject for any deep reflection.

Now that I’m reading this book, all those old facts are coming back to me. So, the big question remains – is Peking Man actually our direct ancestor?

The author’s second question is a real kicker: ‘If modern Homo sapiens from Africa are the ancestors of Chinese people, why isn’t our skin black?’ 

Now, this is definitely outside my wheelhouse. What exactly counts as a ‘modern Homo sapiens’, and why is it said that they are the ancestors of the Chinese?

The preface is genuinely fascinating. With just a few questions, the author managed to reel me in. His secret weapon? He claims that our genes hold the answers to all of the above.

Historians have a bit of a nightmare when it comes to ancient eras – the further back you go, the harder it is to prove anything because records are so scarce.

Archaeologists have it even tougher. Most of the time, the ancient sites they dig up don’t have a single scrap of writing. This makes it incredibly difficult to know what kind of people actually lived there.

However, the author notes that since the 1980s, archaeology has undergone a total revolution thanks to the rise of molecular biology.

This field – which originally belonged strictly to the world of biology – has now gatecrashed the realms of palaeoanthropology, history, and archaeology.

So, what’s so useful about molecular biology?

The author explains that genes on the Y chromosome are passed down through the paternal line, whereas mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) is passed down through the maternal line. By comparing Y-chromosomes, we can figure out how closely related different men are – and by looking at mitochondrial genes, we can trace the genetic patterns of different women across history.
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Back in 1929, an archaeology team sent out by the Geological Survey of China unearthed an ancient human skull fossil. Then came more bits – skull caps, jaw fragments, teeth, femurs – along with stone tools and even evidence of fire. These, ladies and gentlemen, were the remains of Peking Man. 

Franz Weidenreich, a German-Jewish scientist, did a deep dive into these fossils and came up with some pretty wild ideas, including the theory that Peking Man might have been a bit of a cannibal. 

More importantly, Weidenreich believed Peking Man was the direct ancestor of modern Chinese people. He pointed to several features in the skull caps that looked suspiciously like modern East Asians, such as flat faces, high cheekbones, and shovel-shaped incisors.

Since then, a group of palaeoanthropologists – mostly Chinese scholars – have taken the ideas of Weidenreich and Carleton Coon even further. They came up with something called the ‘Multiregional Evolution with Hybridisation’ hypothesis.

To put it simply, this hypothesis takes Coon’s ‘Candelabra’ model – where different human lineages grow separately like candles on a holder – and adds horizontal lines between them to represent gene flow. 

These scholars, whom we can affectionately call the ‘Fossil School’, insist that ancient humans in different parts of the globe evolved into modern humans locally. In their view, modern East Asians came from ancient East Asians, Europeans from ancient Europeans, and so on.

The strongest evidence for this? Shovel-shaped incisors and the evolution of stone tools.

Now, you might be wondering: what on earth is a shovel-shaped incisor?

Go on, give the back of your two upper front teeth a lick with your tongue. Do you feel those slightly raised ridges on the sides? If your tongue feels like it’s following an ‘M’ shape, congratulations: you’ve got shovel-shaped incisors. Your front teeth are shaped like little scoops – curved at the edges and flat in the middle.

When I tried this myself, I thought, well, yeah, I feel the M-shape, but doesn’t everyone?

According to the author, the answer is a resounding ‘no’. Statistics show that about 80% to 90% of modern Chinese people have these teeth. The trait is also incredibly common among other East Asians and Native Americans. In contrast, only 10% of modern Europeans and around 15% of modern Africans have them.

Even more strikingly, researchers looking at teeth from ancient Chinese burials found that – except for those in the Xinjiang region – everyone had shovel-shaped incisors. It doesn’t matter if it’s the Yuanmou Man from 1.7 million years ago, the Peking Man from 700,000 years ago, or the Hetao Man from a few tens of thousands of years ago. If they had front teeth, they were shovel-shaped.

It looks like a solid family inheritance, passed down through the generations until it reached us. That, combined with the way stone tools were used, seems like an open-and-shut case for us being the descendants of Peking Man.

But then, molecular biology gatecrashed the party.

In January 1987, a PhD student named Rebecca Cann and her colleagues published a paper in the prestigious journal Nature titled ‘Mitochondrial DNA and Human Evolution’. Their big claim was a total game-changer: humans have only one place of origin, it’s almost certainly Africa, and it happened within the last 200,000 years. Essentially, every modern human alive today shares a single common female ancestor.

At the time, this discovery was absolutely earth-shattering. It was a cross-disciplinary strike from the world of genetics that threatened to overturn everything the fossil-hunting traditionalists believed.

After a dizzying discussion – or to me, a mini-lecture – about organelles, mitochondria, chromosomes, and the double helix, the author gets to the point. Apparently, mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) is something a child only inherits from their mother. This means molecular biologists can compare our mtDNA to map out maternal lineages, essentially tracing our ‘mother line’ back through the ages.

The lead researcher, Rebecca Cann, collected 147 samples of mtDNA from human placentas across the globe. She chose placentas because they are packed with the stuff. Her findings were incredible: every single sample, no matter where the person lived, eventually converged at a single female ancestor.

The media at the time jumped on this and, borrowing from the Bible, dubbed her ‘Mitochondrial Eve’.

I think I vaguely remember the name, but I honestly didn’t realise it was such a massive deal. I do wonder if biology and history textbooks for the latest generation of kids have moved on to Mitochondrial Eve, or if Peking Man is still hogging the limelight?

In her paper, Cann estimated that this ‘Eve’ lived about 140,000 years ago. That leads to a pretty shocking conclusion: every single one
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