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Abstract  This research attempts to introduce a preliminary reflection on Di 
Renjie’s past and contemporary representations, in order to decode the language of 
contemporary imagery found in Chinese media culture and to decide which of his 
historical and literary identities is now the most acknowledged in Chinese imagery. 
Moreover, we will briefly advance some reflections on whether Robert Hans van 
Gulik’s representation has or not totally influenced Chinese imagery. 
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Introduction 

In China, there is a long tradition of legends of wise county magistrates inspired by 
the historical officials of imperial government, among which the medieval 
statesman Di Renjie 狄仁傑 (630–700) provides fertile ground to explore ideals of 
justice in both traditional and popular culture. Di Renjie, the man and the official 
(guan), is today masked in stereotypical images constructed also from the Dutch 
sinologist Robert Hans van Gulik (1910–67)’s reimagining of Di (or Dee, as he 
calls him) as a perspicacious fictional detective and judge who is capable of solving 
mysterious murder cases which have rather the sign of English detective fiction 
such as Agatha Christie or Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories. Before the introduction 
of the “Dutch” Dee into the literary world, Di Renjie had been portrayed in 
China also as a master detective but in a different way. He was in fact the 
protagonist of a 19th century novel who was the heir of a narrative tradition of 
detective writing (gong’an xiaoshuo) developed around such historical “pure 
officials” (qingguan) figures. 1  Vernacular fiction of “pure official” was very 
                                                               
1 On qingguan 清官 topic, see Lavinia Benedetti, “Agire secondo morale: il funzionario puro e 
la letteratura crimine cinese,” 180–200. 
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popular in the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties, but the 
protagonists had little to do with their historical counterpart, because in general 
terms they were all based on the figure of the most celebrated protagonist, judge 
Bao (Bao Zheng 包拯, 998–1062), who was (and still is) honored in China as the 
cultural symbol of justice.  

As McMullen suggests, “the image of Ti Jen-chieh as a master detective is thus 
clearly a recent one.”2 Before the 19th century, Di Renjie was known in China 
mainly for his stern demeanor and intolerance of injustice and corruption, his 
concern for people, and his attentive research for truth, even when revealing the 
truth could endanger his life. However, more than anything else he was celebrated 
in China as the man who restored the Tang dynasty following the “dishonorable” 
interruption of Empress Wu Zetian (624–705), the only woman in Chinese history 
who “dared” to proclaim herself “emperor” and to establish her own dynasty. In 
wondering how the collective imagery came about, this paper gathers some of Di 
Renjie’s representations found in historical and literary documents written shortly 
after his death and compares them with later literary representations and 
contemporary TV serial representations.  

Identity One: Di Renjie as a Master Detective 

Information on the life of Di Renjie is particularly difficult to attain,3 as the 
historical facts are often confused with the legend. The official biography of Di 
Renjie, popularly known as Di gong (Lord Di), is found in Chapter 89 of the Old 
Book of Tang,4 the oldest historical work about the Tang dynasty (618–907). This 
was an official history and it was compiled on imperial order by Liu Xu (888–947) 
of the Later Jin dynasty (936–47) between 941 and 945, shortly after the fall of the 
Tang dynasty.  

Di Renjie is one of the most celebrated officials of the Tang dynasty. He was 
born in Bingzhou (today Shanxi Taiyuan), in 630, during the glorious reign of 
Emperor Taizong (598–649), precisely in the fourth year of the Zhenguan era 
(Zhenguan zhi zhi), considered one of the most celebrated periods of Chinese 

                                                               
2 David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 705,” 
1–81.  
3 On Di Renjie’s life, see his well-documented biography in Du Wenyu, Di Renjie pingzhuan. 
4 The official biography of Di Renjie is collected also in the Xin Tangshu 新唐書 (New book 
of Tang) compiled approximately a century after the Jiu Tangshu 舊唐書 (Old book of Tang) by 
Ouyang Xiu (1007–72) and his team of scholars. See Suzanne E. Cahill, “The Real Judge Dee: 
An Annotated Translation of the Official Biography of Ti Jen-chieh in Ch. 115 of the New 
T’ang History,” 1–119. 
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history. He came from a family of officials. His ancestor Di Zhan was a trusted man 
of the Duke Wen of Anding (Anding wengong), who followed to Xianyang in 
Shaanxi. There, both Di Renjie’s Grandfather Di Xiaoxu and his father Di Zhixun 
served as government officials. 

Di Renjie was the first of five children of Madame Lu (Lushi) and Di Zhixun, 
and he was introduced to the study of Confucian classics and medicine when he 
was just a boy. Then in his twenties, he followed in his father’s footsteps and took 
the imperial examination, which he passed successfully. According to the 
administration of imperial China, all offices were given a certain rank (nine was the 
lowest): Di Renjie, after passing the examination of classicists (mingjing ke 明經科), 
was appointed to the lowest level in the hierarchy of the officialdom. This was 
during the reign of Emperor Taizong’s son Emperor Gaozong (628–83). 

Di Renjie’s first assignment was as secretary (panzuo 判佐) to the magistrate staff 
of Bianzhou, a zhou (prefecture)5 situated in modern Kaifeng, in the province of 
Henan. At that time, he was 26. As a young secretary, Di Renjie helped to 
administer local government on behalf of the emperor, and had frequent 
face-to-face relation with the people. Nevertheless, Di Renjie’s ability and 
righteousness soon became the main cause for feelings of jealousy in his workplace, 
leading to a conflict with his colleagues who unjustly accused him of misconduct.  

At that time the Minister of Public Works (gongbu shangshu) Yan Liben  
(601–73) was patrolling the Henan circuit (Henan dao), and came to investigate Di 
Renjie’s work ethic, integrity and accountability. He carefully examined the case 
and concluded that Di Renjie had not only not committed any impropriety, but 
was also an extraordinarily honest official. Chapter 89 of the Old Book of Tang 
records that Yan Liben on that occasion addressed Di Renjie with these words: 
 

As Confucius said, the humanity (ren) of a man is evaluated from his failures. 
You can be considered a precious pearl of the coast, and a lost treasure of the 
Southeast!6  

 
It seems that Di Renjie benefited from the false accusations of his detractors, 

                                                               
5 In Tang era, prefecture (zhou 州) was one of the three level of administration, which included 
also circuits (dao 道) and counties (xian 縣). Officials assigned to the primary and secondary levels 
of local administration normally are the magistrate, the vice magistrate, the assistant magistrate or 
recorder, and the captain of the militia. The other member of the magistrate’s staff were not 
officials but locally hired commoners, who handled most of daily government affairs. See 
Frederick W. Mote, Imperial China 900–1800, 358. 
6 Liu Xu, Jiu Tangshu xuanyi, 49. The original text reads: 仲尼雲：‘觀過知仁矣’足下可謂海

曲之明珠，東南之遺寶。 
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because not only he was not punished but he was even promoted to a higher rank: 
he became the bailiff (dudufu facao canjun 都督府法曹參軍) of Bingzhou. This 
was a rank higher than seventh in the hierarchy of imperial officialdom. Bingzhou 
was also Di Renjie’s family place of origin. At the time of the Tang dynasty, 
Bingzhou was an important military center, the heart of Northern China, to such 
an extent that it was also known as the “Northern capital” (Beijing). In the past, in 
fact, the founder of the Tang dynasty, Li Yuan (566–635) was the governor in the 
area of Bingzhou, and in the winter of 617 preparations for the all–out offensive of 
the Sui dynasty (581–618) capital Daxing (later renamed Chang’an) started precisely 
from there. 

It was said of Di Renjie that he was a very compassionate and altruistic person, 
truly motivated by the desire to help others. While serving in Bingzhou, one of Di 
Renjie’s colleagues, Zheng Chongzhi, was informed that he was to be sent away to 
serve in a distant region. After Zheng Chongzhi received the order, he became 
desperate because it would have meant being separated from his sick mother, who 
perhaps would have died before his return. On that occasion, Di Renjie showed a 
generous and noble spirit towards his officer friend, asking his superior if he could 
take the place of Zheng Chongzhi. 

The Old Book of Tang  records Di Renjie’s words: 
 

Di Renjie said, your mother is ill, if you are transferred to serve a distant region, 
how can we make your mother feel sadness for the distance of the son?7  

 
It is said that in doing thus, Di Renjie impressed everybody. Some years later Di 

Renjie had his opportunity. During the reign of Emperor Gaozong, he was called 
to serve as the deputy president at the Court of Justice (Dalisi cheng), where he 
became known throughout the country for his great efficiency and ability to solve 
criminal cases. Historical sources report that: 
 

Renjie, under the Yifeng era (676–79), as deputy president of the Court of 
Justice has solved 17,000 criminal cases, and there were no injustice.8  

 
Indeed, dealing with criminal cases in Bingzhou was certainly an excellent 

training for Di Renjie, and this is perhaps why his success at the Court of Justice 
resulted in him being remembered as one of the best detectives in world history. 
Unfortunately, most of the cases solved by Di Renjie are not recorded either in the 
Old Book of Tang, nor in other contemporary sources,9 therefore there is no 

                                                               
7 Ibid., 50. The original text reads: 仁傑謂曰：“太夫人有危疾，而公遠使，豈可貽親萬里之憂！” 
8 Ibid. The original text reads: 仁傑，儀鳳中為大理丞，周歲斷滯獄一萬七千人，無冤訴者。 
9 Yang Xiyi and Liu Wenduan, Zhongguo gudai lianzheng zhidu shi, 189. 
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further historical evidence that suggests that he was a skilled detective. However, 
in ancient China, high-ranking officials in the Court of Justice, because of their 
crucial role in determining capital cases, exercised a power that had widespread 
social repercussions. Judicial figures who tried to avoid wrongful sentencing might 
be remembered in popular lore. From the time Di Renjie was a provincial 
magistrate who had face-to-face relations with the people, he showed his concern 
in overturning unjust verdicts: his ability in solving cases that had been decided 
unfairly in essence gave people more confidence in the system by showing that it 
was effective even in the most extreme cases. According to his biography, Di 
Renjie displayed extreme caution when investigating the evidence of a criminal 
case, and avoided making hasty decisions when evidence raised even the slightest 
doubt about the suspect. He did not want, even unwittingly, to sacrifice innocent 
peoples’ lives in the name of rapidity and efficiency.   

In the Old Book of Tang, it is written that in 676 Emperor Gaozong ordered 
the death penalty for two officials but Di Renjie persuaded him to show clemency. 
The accused were the General Quan Shancai and the Military Officer Fan Huaiyi, 
who accidentally cut down two cypress trees on Emperor Gaozong father’s tomb. 
At that time Gaozong was very angry and said: 
 

[The fact that] Shancai has cut the trees on [my father’s] grave renderers me 
disrespectful to my father. He must be executed.10  

 
Di Renjie opposed the execution and pointed out that this offence could be 

punishable simply by their removal from office, but Emperor Gaozong did not 
want to listen to his advice and felt very offended. Subsequently Gaozong changed 
his mind and decided to exile the two officers, and then promoted Di Renjie to 
serve as imperial censor (yushi 御史). 

It is believed that because of his fame as an impartial and upright official, and his 
concern for redressing injustice and discerning false accusations, Di Renjie became 
as popular with the people as a “living legend.” Affection for this upright official 
grew to such an extent that his fame reached the ears of the empress Wu Zetian, 
the emperor Gaozong’s second wife who ruled for many years at court in Luoyang. 
Some years later, he even became one of the most trusted men of the empress, 
serving her with devotion until his death, without ever being involved in the 
climate of corruption that dominated the years of her reign.11  
                                                               
10 Liu Xu, Jiu Tangshu xuanyi, 50. The original text reads: 善才斫陵上樹，是使我不孝，必須殺

之。 
11 Many books have been written on Wu Zetian’s life and reign. Her official biography is 
recorded in the Old Book of Tang, see Liu Xu, Jiu Tangshu xuanyi, 115–34. Among the many 
books in English, we recommend Dora Shu–fang Dien, Empress Wu Zetian in Fiction and in 
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Yet in popular literature Di Renjie’s reputation as a judicial figure who avoided 
unfair and as an excellent detective can be found only many centuries after his 
death. Historians believe that Di Renjie, as a literary character, became a master 
detective in the Qing dynasty, and more specifically in the first section of the novel 
titled Wu Zetian si da qi’an (Four big strange cases solved during the reign of 
Empress Wu)—also known as Di Gong’an (cases [solved by] Judge Di)—published 
anonymously (buti zhuanren 不提专人) in 64 chapters in Shanghai in 1890.12 This 
kind of novel belonged to a long Chinese popular tradition of detective writing 
(gong’an xiaoshuo) developed in popular literature since the Song (960–1279) and 
Yuan (1279–1368) dynasties around the figure of upright officials, or “pure 
officials,” who combat delinquencies and corruption, but first of all their concern 
was to solve complicated murder cases and to redress injustices (yuanwang) done 
by other incompetent and corrupt officials (tanguan).13 The most famous character 
of this kind of literature is the popular Judge Bao, or Bao Gong, based on the 
                                                                                                                                                    
 
History: Female Defiance in Confucian China; and X. L. Woo, Empress Wu the Great: Tang 
Dynasty China. There are also fascinating romanced biographies like Lin Yutang, Lady Wu; and 
Shan Sa, Empress: A Novel. We also strongly recommend watching the most influential TV 
series on Wu Zetian’s life, Yidai nüwang Wu Zetian 一代女王武則天, first broadcast on CCTV 
(China Central Television) in 1995. See also the new television series Wu Meiniang chuanqi 武
媚娘傳奇 (The Empress of China), in which the Empress is interpreted by the famous actress Fan 
Bingbing. 
12 Wu Zetian si da qi’an’s 武則天四大奇案 oldest edition available today is based on a Qing 
edition of 1890 published by Shanghai Press in lithographic printing. Dutch sinologist Robert 
Hans van Gulik, the creator of Judge Dee novels in English, based the protagonist of his series on 
this anonymous Qing dynasty novel. Before that, in 1949, he had translated and published the 
first half of Wu Zetian si da qi’an (30 chapters). See R. H. van Gulik, Celebrated Cases of Judge 
Dee (Dee Goong’ an), 1976 (first published as Dee Goong An: Three Murder Cases Solved by 
Judge Dee, Tokyo 1949). Van Gulik also provided his translation with a scholarly introduction 
and some annotation where he assumes that Wu Zetian si da qi’an was written in the 18th 
century, but nowadays the majority of scholars believed that 1890 was the first date of 
publication. See Du Wenyu, Di Renjie pingzhuan, 283–317; and Di Gong’an. 
13 In the Ming, this kind of narrative was published in collection of court-case stories (Duanpian 
gong’an xiaoshuo ji) which included individual short stories of crime and required, invariably, 
that a district magistrate serve as the protagonist. These figures, based on historical magistrates 
transformed by popular tradition into figures of legend, sparked the imagination to recreate the 
stereotype of the “pure official” in fiction. On this topic, see for example Miao Huaiming, 
Zhongguo gudai gong’an xiaoshuo shilun; Huang Yanbo, Zhongguo gong’an xiaoshuo shi; Lin 
Baochun, Zhongguo gudai gong’an xiaoshuo gaishu; Meng Liye, Zhongguo gong’an xiaoshuo 
yishu fazhan shi; Zhang Guofeng, Gong’an xiaoshuo manhua; see also the other books and 
articles listed in the bibliography. 
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historical official Bao Zheng, who is the protagonist in fiction of many works. 
Among them, two literary works have been very successful in China. The first is 
the collection of one hundred Judge Bao stories entitled Longtu Gong’an (Court 
Cases solved by Dragon-Design), also known as Bao Gong’an (Court Cases solved 
by Judge Bao), which was very popular at the end of the sixteenth century, and 
was the only work of its kind to be republished in the following dynasty.14 The 
second is the long novel Sanxia wuyi (The three heroes and five gallants), 
published in 1879, based on storyteller Shi Yukun’s oral performances.15 Sanxia 
wuyi was not the only one of its kind. Indeed, between the middle of the 19th 
century and the beginning of the 20th century, “pure official” detective writings 
developed into long-length chaptered novels (zhanghui xiaoshuo), in which the 
protagonist (the pure official) is helped by a group of few xiake — a sort of 
knights-errant but much more heroic and talented in martial arts. 16  The 
aforementioned Di Gong’an, with the protagonist Di Renjie and his four 
lieutenants, belonged to this tradition.  
                                                               
14 Historians believe that Longtu Gong’an was published in Suzhou between 1594 and 1597. 
See Wolfgang Bauer, “The Tradition of the ‘Criminal Cases of Master Pao’ Pao-kung-an 
(Lung-t’u kung-an),” 433–49. For a Chinese reading, see An Yushi, Longtu gong’an. “Longtu” 
(dragon painting) refers to Judge Bao, because in 1052, he was designated “Academician of the 
Dragon Painting Hall” (Longtuge xueshi). Thanks to Yuan and early Ming dramatists, the 
character of Judge Bao became the most prominent representative of the “pure official” in 
Chinese popular literature. Later Judge Bao was celebrated as a paradigm of justice in many 
dramatic and literary genres. An extensive literature exists regarding the historical Bao Zheng 
and his legendary counterpart Judge Bao, see for example Cheng Rufeng, Bao Gong zhuan; 
Patrick Hanan, The Chinese Vernacular Story, 301–23, and Wilt L. Idema, Judge Bao and the 
Rule of Law: Eight Ballad-stories from the Period 1250–1450; and many others. Judge Bao still 
occupies a meaningful place even in contemporary Chinese popular culture, especially in TV 
series. For a preliminary discussion on the prototypical “pure official” character in Chinese 
contemporary TV drama, see Bai Ruoyun, “Clean Official’s, Emotional Moral Community, and 
Anti-corruption Television Dramas,” 47–61.  
15 For an English reading, see Shi Yukun, The Seven Heroes and Five Gallants. We also 
strongly recommend The Three Heroes and Five Gallants debut on Chinese Television on 
February 2016. 
16 This kind of novel is called gong’an xiayi xiaoshuo 公案俠義小說, and scholars consider them 
as the result of the “fusion” between court-case fiction (gong’an xiaoshuo 公案小說) and 
knight-errant fiction (xiayi xiaoshuo 俠義小說). The structure of this kind of novels highlights 
the need to describe the social reality in a more plausible manner compared with preceding 
period’s gong’an xiaoshuo. On this topic, see for example Li Shixin, “Xiayi xiaoshuo he gong’an 
xiaoshuo heliu de shehui wenhua tanyuan,” 160–62; Cao Yibing, Xiayi gong’an xiaoshuo 
jianshi; and Lavinia Benedetti, “Justice and Morality in Early Qing Crime Fiction,” 17–46. 
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In the novel Di Gong’an, Di Renjie has two different identities. The first 
identity is found in the first section of the novel (the first thirty chapters) that 
features the first period of Di Renjie’s career. Here the anonymous author portrays 
Di Renjie as a provincial magistrate who investigates and identifies criminals,17 
representing him as a master detective very similar to the more famous Judge Bao 
from whom evidently he was inspired. As Idema and McMullen suggest this part 
could be considered as a typical “case of transposition” that created an “effective 
introduction to the second [half] of the novel.”18 The second half of the novel 
(from chapter 30 to 64) is set during the period Di Renjie was a high court official 
under the reign of Wu Zetian. Indeed the second section, based on the 
relationship between Di Renjie and Empress Wu Zetian, seems to be much more 
exciting for the 19th century Chinese reader.19  

Di Renjie’s image as a master detective has crossed China’s borders. Robert van 
Gulik not only translated the first half of Di Gong’an, and provided it with a 
scholarly introduction and some annotations, but he also created a fictional Judge 
Dee, basing it on the “detective Di Renjie” portrayed in the same section of the 
Chinese novel. It is arguable that van Gulik believed that the second section of the 
novel deserved minor attention for a Western reader. On the other hand, Chinese 
historians and literati for most of the thirteen centuries since Di Renjie’s death 
portrayed him not as a detective, but as the man who worked hard for the return of 
Empress’s son to the throne, though in the reality it happened five years after Di 
Renjie’s death. 

Identity Two: Di Renjie as a Tang Loyalist 

Di Renjie is often credited as being a “Tang loyalist” because it was believed he 
played a key role in restoring the Tang dynasty (i.e. “fan Zhou wei Tang” 返周為

唐, literally overturn the Zhou dynasty for the restoration of the Tang dynasty). 
In 683, Emperor Gaozong died and was succeeded by his son Li Xian (656–710), 

                                                               
17 Van Gulik in his partial translation also attributed a name to the three criminal cases recounted 
in this part: The Double Murder at Dawn; The Strange Corpse; and The Poisoned Bride. See 
Robert H. van Gulik, Celebrated Cases of Judge Dee (Dee Goong’ an). On this topic, see 
Lavinia Benedetti, “Killing Di Gong: Rethinking van Gulik’s Translation of Late Qing Dynasty 
Novel Wu Zetian si da qi’an,” 11–42. 
18 David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 705,” 4. 
19 See Lavinia Benedetti, “Political Aspect of Misogynies in Late Qing Dynasty Crime Fiction: 
Di Gong’an as a case of study,” 340–55.  
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who ruled with the name of Zhongzong. Emperor Zhongzong ruled just for a few 
months, because his mother Wu Zetian considered him too disobedient and even 
disappointed in his choice of wife. Zetian finally decided that Zhongzong should 
be deposed in favor of her fourth son, Li Dan (662–716), who reigned under the 
name Ruizong. The twelve-year-old new monarch however was totally 
dependent on his mother because he did not have the ability to set the imperial 
political agenda. In fact, Empress Wu continued unofficially to rule the country, 
while in 684 the former Emperor Zhongzong was demoted to Prince of Luling 
and exiled to a faraway province under house arrest. In 690, Emperor Ruizong 
officially ceded the throne to his mother, who proclaimed herself as the ruler of a 
new dynasty, named the Zhou dynasty (690–705), just like the Zhou dynasty 
(1046–771 BC) of the glorious past. The Zhou dynasty founded by Empress Wu 
ended with her abdication in 705, when some of her nefarious courtiers 
encouraged her to cede the throne to Li Xian, the legitimate Tang heir. After a 
few days, Li Xian formally took the throne and restored the Tang dynasty. 

Wu Zetian is the only woman in Chinese history who assumed the title of 
“emperor” (huangdi), and in fact she was never “just” an empress (huanghou). As 
Lin Yutang (1895–1976) in his influential biography of her20 comments: “Lady 
Wu, as a woman, was an anomaly. It is difficult to compare her with other notable 
woman. [. . .] [She] caused more upsets than any male schemer in history.”21 
Indeed, the traditional historical view considered Empress Wu’s Zhou dynasty as a 
momentary interlude of the Tang dynasty, rather than an entirely recognized 
dynasty.  

According to Di Renjie’s biography, recorded in the Old Book of Tang, the 
first meeting between Di Renjie and Wu Zetian was in 686, when an old officer 
recommended him to the empress. At that time she wanted him to go to Luoyang 
to serve as deputy minister of public works (dongguan shilang 冬官侍郎); and then, 
when she officially took the throne, Di Renjie was promoted again to be the 
deputy minister of finance (diguan shilang  地官侍郎), elevating him to the rank of 
chancellor (zaixiang). In the Old Book of Tang it is recorded that Empress Wu said 
to Di Renjie: 

 

                                                               
20 Lin Yutang was a well-known western-educated scholar, who in the last years of his life 
wrote primarily for western readership. The biography of the empress was written in English, 
largely based on historical documents, although the author seemed to be mainly interested in 
Empress Wu’s psychology. In his work, Lin Yutang describes the empress as a mentally disturbed 
criminal who killed thousands of people, taking the ironic view that it was properly this reason 
she became the only “female emperor” in history. See Lin Yutang, Lady Wu: A True Story. 
21 Lin Yutang, Lady Wu: A True Story, ix. 
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“You did a good job in Runan (Yuzhou). Do you want to know who spoke 
against you?” 
Di responded: “If Your Imperial Majesty believes that I had faults, I am willing 
to correct them. If Your Imperial Majesty believes, I am without fault that is 
my good fortune. I do not wish to know who spoke against me.”22  

 
It is said that Di Renjie played an active role in persuading Empress Wu to recall 

Li Xian from exile and make him heir–apparent.23 It is also said that at the time, 
the Empress’ beloved nephews, Wu Chengsi (649–98) and Wu Sansi (?–707), both 
had been designated the position of crown prince. Di Renjie, who at that time was 
chancellor, firmly opposed and suggested the empress designated her son Li Xian 
crown prince. In 698, Wu Zetian at Di’s suggestion created Li Xian crown 
prince.24 On this, as the Old Book of Tang  records:  

 
There were tens of thousands of words, and during the Kaiyuan era (713–41) 
the Beihai prefect Li Yong (678–747) wrote Liang Gong Alternative 
Biography (Liang Gong biezhuan)25 that talk about it.26  

 
Li Yong was an esteemed literatus and calligraphist under the Emperor 

Xuanzong (685–762), and he was known as Li Beihai because he served as the 
governor of Beihai (Beihai taishou) early in the Tianbao era (742–56). Yet there 
are still many doubts about the authenticity and the historical value of Liang Gong 
Alternative Biography. These doubts have their origin in the chronological history 
Analysis of Comprehensive Mirror for the Aid of Government (Zizhi tongjian 
kaoyi) of the historian Sima Guang (1019–86).27 In this book Sima Guang 
questioned the textual evidence for Di Renjie’s role in persuading Empress Wu by 
affirming that Liang Gong bie zhuan may not have been written by Li Yong, 

                                                               
22 Liu Xu, Jiu Tangshu xuanyi, 55. The original text reads: 武太后曰：“卿在汝南時，甚有善

政，欲知譖卿者乎？”仁傑謝曰：“陛下以臣為過，臣當改之；陛下明臣無過，臣之幸也。臣不

知譖者，並為善友，臣請不知。” 
23 See David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 
705,” 1–2, and Suzanne E. Cahill, “The Real Judge Dee: An Annotated Translation of the 
Official Biography of Ti Jen-chieh in Ch. 115 of the New T’ang History,” 14. 
24 See also Du Wenyu, Di Renjie pingzhuan, 130. 
25 Liang Gong is one of the names of honor given to Di Renjie after death. 
26 Liu Xu, Jiu Tangshu xuanyi, 62. The original text reads: 凡數萬言，開元中，北海太守李邕撰

為《梁公別傳》，備載其辭。 
27 See Sima Guang, Zizhi tongjian. This edition includes Sima Guang’s Zizhi tongjian kaoyi. 
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mainly because the style was too unsophisticated.28 Li Yong in fact came from a 
family of well–known literati. His father was a respected teacher with many students 
calling him “selector of literary works” (wenxuan), and Li Yong himself was well 
known in the literary scene of the time for the beauty of his verse.29  

This is not the place to discuss the authorship of Di Liang Gong zhuan, nor its 
historical value; we should however take into account the fact that Li Yong was at 
the Tang court during the reign of Xuanzong, when both the Empress Wu and Di 
Renjie had been dead for years. Nevertheless, Li Yong could have heard about Di 
Renjie from someone who had known him personally. Beyond Sima Guang’s 
skepticism in citing and rejecting passages of Li Yong’s biography, it is certain that 
through it Di Renjie acquired a great deal of prestige in Tang lore. In the 10th 
century historical and literary sources, in fact, Di Renjie is depicted as the leading 
figure in planning the Tang dynasty restoration.30  

Di Renjie died in 700, five years before seeing Emperor Zhongzong return to 
the throne. Nevertheless, Chinese scholars and historians celebrated him as the 
hero of the restoration of the Tang dynasty to such an extent that in Ming and 
Qing literature his name became synonymous with the idealized “pure official.” Di 
Renjie is a Tang loyalist in two of the most famous works based on his historical 
figure: the drama Di Lianggong fanzhou wangyun zhongxiao ji, briefly called 
Zhongxiao ji (Records of loyalty and filial piety), written in the Ming dynasty by 
Jin Huaiyu; and the aforementioned Qing dynasty century novel Di Gong’an. 

Records of Loyalty and Filial Piety is a long drama in 38 acts (chu 出) based on 
Di Renjie’s life information as described in his biography. It starts by introducing 
Di Renjie’s family background, his wife and his son, his offices, his relationship 
with Empress Wu, and it finishes with Di Renjie restoring the Tang dynasty. This 
drama gives particular importance to the personality and the feelings of the 
characters, yet they seem to be stereotyped in order to emphasize moral 
conclusions. The characters’ feelings and emotions are used to better emphasize 
their good traits (or bad ones), and make a moral point: Di Renjie is a great 
exemplar of qingguan, he cultivates humanity (ren 仁), benevolence (shan 善), 
shows filial piety (xiao 孝) and loyalty to the throne (zhong 忠). 

As the title suggests, great importance is given to Di Renjie’s ideological 
activities: xiao and zhong virtues are emphasized. He is described as a man who 
loves his wife and has a deep respect for his parents and ancestors. Not only he but 
also other members of his family are depicted as moral models. In the tenth act, for 

                                                               
28 See Du Wenyu, Di Renjie pingzhuan, 318. 
29 On the life and the work of Li Yong, see Jiang Wenguang, Li Yong de shufa yishu. 
30 David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 705,” 
80. 



Lavinia Benedetti 610

example, his wife is depicted as a model wife who takes care of her husband’s 
parents in times when he must leave home to participate in the imperial 
examination.31 Great importance is also given to Li Xian’s interiority and feelings. 
The author gives a dramatic portrayal of him hastily leaving his house, because Li 
Xian’s demotion means first political death. His lack of interest in participating in 
political activities, or we could say his political apathy, creates in the reader a strong 
feeling of powerlessness in a political sense. On the other hand, this issue inevitably 
gains importance in the drama and gives a central role to Di Renjie who becomes 
the key factor in fighting for Tang restoration.32  

As mentioned previously the second section of the Qing dynasty novel entitled 
Di Gong’an is based on Di Renjie’s effort to fight corruption and restore 
traditional values of the Tang dynasty.33 Unlike the first part of the novel, where 
Di Renjie is described as an honest provincial magistrate and a clever detective, in 
the second part he is mainly portrayed in the more traditional way as a Tang 
loyalist.34 The trait d’union between the first and the second halves of the novel is 
found in Chapter 30, which terminates with a dialogue between Di Renjie and 
Yan Liben. Di Renjie has just arrived in the capital and he is discussing with Yan 
Liben the political issues of the country. Yan Liben tells him about the immoral 
conduct of the Empress Wu, and that she has some “favorites,”—sarcastically 
called “male pets” (nanchong 男寵)35—who are putting the survival of the Tang 
dynasty at risk.  
                                                               
31 For a Chinese reading, see Jin Huaiyu, Di Liang Gong fanzhou wangyun zhongxiao ji. 
32 See also Du Wenyu, Di Renjie pingzhuan, 275–77. 
33 See Lavinia Benedetti, “The Political Aspect of Misogynies in Late Qing Dynasty Crime 
Fiction,” 340–56.  
34 As I have already mentioned above, Idema and McMullen suggest that the author of Di 
Gong’an probably considered the first half of the novel as an effective introduction to the second 
half. See David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 
705,” 4. 
35 As recorded in the Old Book of Tang, Empress Wu admit to the imperial palace a few of her 
favorite young men to wait on her every need. The nanchong, literary the “male pets,” here 
translated as “favorites,” are men who have succeeded in obtaining prestigious positions thanks 
to their relationship with Wu Zetian, whether through family or affective ties. They enjoyed the 
absolute protection of Empress Wu. Her first favorite was Xue Huaiyi (?–694). He was originally 
a businessman named Feng Xiaobao, but the empress changed his name in 685 when she 
appointed him as abbot of the Temple of the White Horse (Baima si), the most important 
Buddhist temple in the Empire. The story goes that Wu Zetian was dissatisfied with the rude 
manners of Xue Huaiyi, and she searched for other young men. This is how the young brothers, 
Zhang Changzong (?–705) and Zhang Yizhi (?–705), were introduced to Empress Wu. Zhang 
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[Yan Liben] during his speech could not hold back the tears. Di Renjie waited 
for him to finish and said: “Your Excellence, for now be patient, as the old 
saying goes: ‘when the prince is put to shame, the minister dies.’ Now empress 
Wu holds the throne, Zhongzong has been banished from the court and the 
ministers have been downgraded, right now, I will faithfully devote myself to 
save the country. If that will not remove the effects of mismanagement of Wu 
Chengsi, Zhang Changzong and the others, I can no longer serve the Sky and 
the Earth.” As he spoke, his face had changed color and he felt very sad.36  
 

This episode refers to another Di Renjie action, which “brought about the 
abdication of the empress, the succession of her son as emperor and the full 
restoration of the T’ang.”37 Besides convincing Empress Wu to recall her son to 
the court, Di Renjie recommended and instructed “five officials, the so-called 
Five Princes.” In 705, these men organized the murder of the two most beloved 
“favorites” of the empress, the Zhang brothers, who had been accused of taking 
over the government and impeding Li Xian’s succession.38  

Di Renjie is then described as having a “double personality”: he was both, the 
man determined to serve Confucian values (that discouraged women’s 

                                                                                                                                                    
 
brothers soon became Empress Wu’s favorites and were granted with official positions. On 
Empress Wu’s favorites, see a X. L. Woo, Empress Wu the Great: Tang Dynasty China, 151–59. 
Many works of narrative wrote about Wu Zetian’s love affair such the Ming dynasty erotic novel 
titled Ruyijun zhuan (The biography of Lord Complete Satisfaction), in which she is portrayed 
as an oversexed and vicious female tyrant. In the novel, one of the Empress’ lover is called Xue 
Aocao, based on the historical figure of one of the officer at the court of Wu Zetian. The novel 
goes that Xue Aocao is a man with an unusually large penis who loyally serves the empress’s 
sexual needs, but at the same time, he feels very frustrated because he does not want to be 
estimated only for his sexual performance. For a study of this novel, and an English translation, 
see Charles R. Stone, The Fountainhead of Chinese Erotica: The Lord of Perfect Satisfaction 
(Ruyijun zhuan). Xue Aocao also appears in the novel Di Gong’an, see Di Gong’an, 308 ff. 
36 Di Gong’an, 178. The original text reads: 說著眼睛眶裡不禁流下淚來。狄公聽完言道：“大

人暫且放心，古人有言：‘君辱臣死。’目前武后臨朝，中宗貶謫，既遷下官為平章之職，正我

盡忠報國之秋。此去不將那武三思、張昌宗等人，盡治施行，也不能對皇天后土。” 
說著，也不

是從前顏色，悶悶不已。 
37 David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 705,” 
1–2. 
38 See also David McMullen, “The Real Judge Dee: Ti Jen-chieh and the T’ang Restoration of 
705,” 1–2; and Suzanne E. Cahill, “The Real Judge Dee: An Annotated Translation of the 
Official Biography of Ti Jen-chieh in Ch. 115 of the New T’ang History,” 14. 
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participation in political decision-making processes); and the man who served 
empress’ interests and had the greatest influence over the empress. This image, 
seemingly full of contradictions, is found in almost all the novels depicting him, 
and must have been something real for “despite his controversial opinions, he 
gradually found favor with the Empress Wu, rose to the highest positions during 
her reign, and was one of the few who held power in her era who died a natural 
death.”39  

The “double personality” also persisted in the most recent representation of Di 
Renjie. An example is Chen Hong’s Wu Zetian yu Di Renjie (Wu Zetian and Di 
Renjie), a sort of historical fiction written in vertical lines and published in Taiwan 
in 1969. In this novel Di Renjie is the most trusted men of the empress, to the 
point that she was very upset at his death. Thirty years later, the interest in the 
“love-hate relationship” between Di Renjie and the empress was still at an all-time 
high, and it inspired the TV series Di Renjie yu Wu Zetian chuanqi (The Legend 
of Di Renjie and Wu Zetian, 1996). In this series, the empress is not demonized as 
usual, but she is a quite good governor who is prey to the political intrigues of her 
favorites and even of her relatives, such as her daughter Princess Taiping (Taiping 
gongzhu, ca. 660–713). As antagonist to these evil political figures, we have Di 
Renjie, one of the few honest and non-corrupt ones who remain alongside the 
empress during the years of her reign. 

An episode of this TV series, based on a real fact, more than anything else 
describes well the peculiar relationship between Di Renjie and the empress. In 692, 
Lai Junchen, one of the empress’ fearsome secret police officers, falsely accused Di 
Renjie and other upright officials of treason. Lai Junchen induces the slandered 
officials to confess with torture, but not Di Renjie who confesses immediately and 
is spared the torture. He is thrown into jail, and while in prison, he writes a petition 
that he hides inside his cotton clothes, asking his wife to take the clothes home to 
be changed. Once arriving home the wife repeatedly shook the clothes and realized 
that her husband had sent a hidden message. She immediately delivered it to the 
empress. There is much tension, because the scene ends with Di Renjie on the 
scaffold who is about to be decapitated. Suddenly there is a twist in the storyline, 
Wu Zetian with an Imperial Edict interrupts the execution. The empress, who 
finally determines Di Renjie and his colleagues’ innocence, once more questions 
them personally. Di Renjie is released and returned to the court, while in reality 
the empress decided to exile him and was sent to serve as the magistrate of Pengze, 
in modern Jiangxi.   

                                                               
39  Suzanne E. Cahill, “The Real Judge Dee: An Annotated Translation of the Official 
Biography of Ti Jen-chieh in Ch. 115 of the New T’ang History,” 3. 
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Also the movie Di Renjie zhi tong tian diguo (Detective Dee and the Mystery 
of the Phantom Flame), the first of the two Hong Kong action movies40 about Di 
Renjie directed by Tsui Hark, is also a good example of the way the relationship 
between Di Renjie and the empress is described. The movie starts with Wu Zetian 
soon to be proclaimed the first female emperor of China, but meanwhile the 
strange deaths of some notables who suffer from spontaneous combustion threaten 
to interrupt the empress’ investiture. We know from the movie that, years ago, 
Empress Wu had sent her best official, Di Renjie, to prison and now she wants 
him back from exile to come to the capital to solve the mysterious murders. The 
investigation of death is a complicated process, which involves a number of 
different members of the justice department as well as other officials working 
together towards the goal of solving the case.  

Di Renjie, played by the charming Liu Dehua (also known as Andy Lau), is 
represented as a genius Sherlock Holmes style detective, extremely smart and adept 
at martial arts. When he arrives in the capital, it is immediately clear the empress 
sympathy for him. Although he has been exiled, their relationship sometimes even 
looks like friendship, to such an extent that he is allowed to sit cross-legged next to 
the throne. At the end of the movie, the director elicits even more the emotions of 
the audience by inventing Di Renjie saves Empress Wu’s life. In doing so, Di 
Renjie impressed Empress Wu, who finally promised him to let Li Xian return to 
the throne. 

Identity Three: Di Renjie Surpasses the Gap between the 
Living and the Dead 

Some works based on Di Renjie depicted him as someone who dominates 
supernatural forces, has divinatory powers and prevailed over, demoted, or 
dismissed the spirits and stayed safe. Some examples again can be found in the 
novel Di gong’an. Two episodes are quite explanatory: in the first criminal case 
described in the novel—the case that van Gulik renamed The Case of the Double 
Murder at Dawn, Di Renjie falls asleep while reading a book of divination and has 
a revealing dream that symbolically suggests the ideograms of the murder’s name. 
Later, in The Case of the Strange Corpse, a phantom appears in a cemetery. Di 
Renjie’s assistant is terrified, while our pure officer calmly follows the ghost that 
leads him to his grave. Thanks to these two supernatural phenomena, Di Renjie 
can finally solve the cases he is investigating. 

A reason for Di Renjie being described in literature as an officer who is not 
                                                               
40 The second movie is a prequel entitled Di Renjie: Shendu Longwang (Young Detective Dee: 
Rise of the Sea Dragon), 2013. 
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afraid either of the spirits can be found in history. In 688, Di Renjie was serving as 
pacification commissioner (xunfu shi) for the Jiangnan Circuit (Jiangnan dao) and 
he was inspecting the vast region south of the Yangtze. In his capacity, he found 
out that the area had too many temples dedicated to local religious cults, and 
undertook a large-scale suppression of between 700 and 1700 sanctuaries for 
popular deities. Without fearing that the deities and spirits would be upset, Di 
Renjie did his duty. Besides, the belief that Di Renjie had the power of learning 
from spirits the guilty parties of a crime can be related to a story recorded in 
Taiping guangji (Extensive records of the Taiping xingguo reign), a sort of 
“encyclopedia of supernatural stories” arranged in 500 juan (scrolls), compiled on 
imperial order by Li Fang and other members of the National University (Taixue) 
between 977 and 978. This work contained many stories of supernatural and 
fictionalized historical events, mostly based on collections of historical biographies, 
unofficial histories, anecdotes, myths, legends, Buddhist and Daoist writings, and 
so on, that have been narrated throughout ancient history. 

According to my preliminary research, there are at least eleven stories about Di 
Renjie among the 7,000 stories arranged in 92 parts within the collection. They 
are collocated as below: 

 
  Scroll  Part Story n. Story 
卷第 146 定數一 15  狄仁傑 
卷第 166  氣義一 4 狄仁傑 
卷第 185  銓選一 16  狄仁傑 
卷第 250  詼諧六 1 狄仁傑 
卷第 254 嘲誚二 8  狄仁傑 
卷第 298 神八  3 狄仁傑 
卷第 313 神二十三 13 狄仁傑祠 
卷第 315 神二十五 11 狄仁傑檄 
卷第 329   鬼十四 8  狄仁傑 
卷第 393     雷一 8 狄仁傑 
卷第 405 寶六  2 奇物 4 集翠裘 

 
All of these stories are full of historical findings and surely they were not 

regarded by their authors as fiction, although the topics can be related to the 
supernatural. For a general impression of how Di Renjie is connected to the 
supernatural, I prefer to let the story speak for itself. The story given below is my 
own translation and it should serve this purpose. 
 

During the Tang dynasty, more than ten li west of the Dai County, there was a 
big Sophora tree that had been hit by lightning, creating a deep rift in the tree. 
The Lord of Thunder was stuck in the tree and he had so much pain that his 
screams sounded like the sound of thunders. 
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At that time, Di Renjie was serving as Governor [dudu]. He arrived on the 
scene, followed by his staff and by a crowd of persons. While they were 
reaching [the tree], everyone got scared and started to move back. Di Renjie 
rode close to the tree and questioned the Lord of Thunder. The Lord of 
Thunder said: “There is an evil dragon inside the tree. The magistrate ordered 
me to send it away. However, as I missed the shot, I got stuck in the tree. If 
you rescue me, I will reward your grace.” 

Di Renjie then ordered a carpenter to cut down the tree, and released the 
Lord of Thunder. Since then, whenever good or bad things happen, the Lord 
of Thunder reports immediately to Di Renjie. 

(Taiping guangji, chap. 393, The Lord of Thunder, 1, Di Renjie)41  
 

The Lord of Thunder (Lei Gong), also known as the God of Thunder (Lei Shen), 
is one of the most important deities of Chinese traditional mythospere (shenhua 
quan). His literary figure is mentioned in many ancient Chinese texts, such as the 
Huainanzi, the Book of Han (Hanshu), the Lunheng by Wang Chong (27–ca. 100), 
and so on. A study on Taiping guangji revealed that at least 58 stories featured the 
Lord of Thunder, who was represented in various ways. Lei Gong was the deity 
who preserved the harvest, but at the same time could damage and destroy the 
crops. When so ordered by Heaven, the Lord of Thunder punished earthly mortals 
guilty of undisclosed crimes. Moreover, Lei Gong had the power of prophecy, and 
the duty to send evil dragons (nielong 孽龍) back to the Heaven. Finally, he 
helped upright officials to capture, try, and punish criminals.42  

The story translated above demonstrates that the Lord of Thunder gave Di 
Renjie the power of knowing who committed crimes. Therefore, it is quite safe to 
affirm that Taiping guangji influenced a great deal later depictions of Di Renjie 
found in popular literature, since in the 19th century novel Di gong’an, no less 
than nine centuries later, Di Renjie still identifies criminals relying on dreams and 
ghosts. 

                                                               
41 My translation is based on the Chinese text of Taiping guangji recorded by The Chinese Text 
Project, an online open-access digital library of pre-modern Chinese works. The original text 
reads: 唐代州西十餘裡，有大槐，震雷所擊，中裂數丈。雷公夾於樹間，吼如霆震。時狄仁傑為

都督，賓從往觀。欲至其所，眾皆披靡，無敢進者。仁傑單騎勁進，迫而問之。乃雲：“樹有乖

龍，所由令我逐之。落勢不堪，為樹所夾。若相救者，當厚報德。”仁傑命鋸匠破樹，方得出，

其後吉凶必先報命。(太平廣記卷第 393 雷一 狄仁傑) 
42 Jiang Mingqi (Aglaia Starostina), “Lun Taiping guangji zhong leishen chuanshuo de ruogan 
fangmian,” 304–25. 
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Final Remarks 

According to what has been said so far, in the course of Chinese history Di Renjie 
has acquired three literary identities. This set of images has been built over time 
through culture, art, history and the customs of the Chinese people, to the point 
that Di Renjie’s representations often exceed the reality and become the symbol of 
correctness, devotion to the sovereign and to the empire: in a few words, he is the 
perfect “pure official.” 

As can be seen, we can find each of his three identities in the 19th century novel 
Di gong’an. And then? What of these three identities has remained in the Chinese 
collective imagination? 

In the period when Dutch diplomat van Gulik began to become interested in Di 
Renjie’s literary figure and started his series of novels centered on him, Di Renjie 
was almost ignored “at home.” Van Gulik found Di gong’an manuscript in a 
library in Tokyo, and then when he finished his partial translation into English he 
even could not find a publisher to finance it, so that he had to publish it at his own 
expense. The first edition of the English Di gong’an was published in Tokyo in 
1949 in 1200 copies, printed at the expense of van Gulik with the title Dee Gong 
An: Three Murder Cases Solved by Judge Dee. An Old Chinese Detective 
Novel.43  

A few years later, van Gulik provided Di Renjie with a completely “new” 
identity, by writing in English a series of mystery novels featuring Judge Dee: a sort 
of imitation of Western style detective stories, but set in the China of the past and 
focused on the investigations of the Chinese magistrate Di Renjie. His novels were 
not translated into Chinese until the 1980s, when Professor Zhao Yiheng, during 
his studies at the Institute of Foreign Languages of the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences (Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan waiwen yanjiusuo), “re-discovered” Di 
Renjie through van Gulik’s series in the National Library of Beijing. Professor 
Zhao was completely fascinated by it, thinking that Chinese people must read such 
lovely novels that re-invented Chinese history and Chinese society. Thus, in 1981, 
he wrote an article entitled “kuaizhi renkou de xiyang Digong’an” (The Western 
Di gong’an that win universal acclaim) to introduce to the Chinese reader van 
Gulik’s books, first published in Zhonghua dushubao and later on January 5th in 
Renmin Ribao.44 These articles immediately aroused great interest in China. 
Magazines, newspapers and publishing houses wrote to Zhao Yiheng to pray to 

                                                               
43 On van Gulik’s life, see Carl Barkman and H. De Vries-van der Hoeven, Les trois vies de 
Robert van Gulik: une biographie; and Janwillem van de Wetering, Robert Van Gulik sa vie, 
son œuvre. 
44 See Wei Yan, “Lun Di Gong’an gushi de Zhongxi hudong,” 80–92. 
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translate van Gulik’s novels, but Zhao was too busy and asked Chen Laiyuan to 
translate the book. Cheng Laiyuan, his wife Li Huifang and his friends Hu Ming 
and Zhao Zhenyu worked hard from the spring of 1981 until the summer of 1986, 
and finally all van Gulik’s novels were published in China under the title Da Tang 
Di gong’an (Di Renjie solves cases at the court of the Great Tang).45 The same 
year, appeared in China the TV series (Dianshiju) with the title Di Renjie Duan’an 
Chuanqi (The legend of the cases solved by Di Renjie): each of van Gulik’s stories 
corresponded to two or three TV episodes, although some simplifications were 
made due to the stage requirements. What I think is very interesting is the fact that 
Di Renjie appeared for the first time on Chinese small screen in episodes that were 
based on Cheng Laiyuan’s translation of van Gulik’s stories, and not on Chinese 
novels or historiography. Still Di Renjie—portrayed by the Shandong actor Sun 
Chengzheng—holds something of his “Chinese identity” of a “pure official,” but 
he is mainly represented on the basis of the character created by van Gulik: i.e. 
Judge Dee, the detective attentive to every detail.  

Di Renjie’s representation shortly afterwards returns to the autochthonous 
tradition. An example is the aforementioned TV series Di Renjie yu Wu Zetian 
Chuanqi of 1996, based on the second part of Di Gong’an (the part of the book 
that van Gulik had not translated). Unlike the TV series of 1986, this time great 
attention was paid to historical details and to the construction of the characters 
based on historical figures. Here Di Renjie is no longer a Western detective in the 
shoes of a Chinese official and he no longer lives in the “eternal China” described 
by van Gulik, but he is mainly an historical character. In this TV series, Di Renjie 
has lost most of the characteristics added by van Gulik to finally return to be the 
“pure official” the Chinese reader knew very well: Di Renjie is on the one hand 
the trustworthy officer of Empress Wu’s and on the other the greatest Tang 
loyalist. 

With the constructions, or rather re-constructions, made by van Gulik’s 
narrative, by the Chinese translation, and by contemporary movies and television 
series, Di Renjie has acquired a multi-cultural identity. Today in China, Di Renjie 
has the face of Liang Guanhua, the protagonist of the popular series Shentan Di 
Renjie (Detective Di Renjie) that has been broadcast since 2004. The protagonist, 
masterfully interpreted by Liang Guanhua, embodies altogether Di Renjie’s 
Chinese “identities,” but it does not hesitate to resort the representation of Di 
Renjie as a clever and capable detective given by van Gulik during the past century. 
Because of its importance for comparative studies, still more research on 
contemporary representations of Di Renjie in TV series is needed, in particular in 
the field of self-representation and historical reconstruction by Chinese media. 

                                                               
45 See Gao Luopei (Robert van Gulik), Da Tang Di Gong’an. 
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