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The Legend of Princess Kwan Yin
Once upon a time in China there lived a certain king who had three
daughters. The fairest and best of these was Kwan-yin, the youngest. The
old king was justly proud of this daughter, for of all the women who had
ever lived in the palace she was by far the most attractive. It did not take
him long, therefore, to decide that she should be the heir to his throne, and
her husband ruler of his kingdom. But, strange to say, Kwan-yin was not
pleased at this good fortune. She cared little for the pomp and splendour of
court life. She foresaw no pleasure for herself in ruling as a queen, but even
feared that in so high a station she might feel out of place and unhappy.

Every day she went to her room to read and study. As a result of this daily
labour she soon went far beyond her sisters along the paths of knowledge,
and her name was known in the farthest corner of the kingdom as "Kwan-
yin, the wise princess." Besides being very fond of books, Kwan-yin was
thoughtful of her friends. She was careful about her behaviour both in
public and in private. Her warm heart was open at all times to the cries of
those in trouble. She was kind to the poor and suffering. She won the love
of the lower classes, and was to them a sort of goddess to whom they could
appeal whenever they were hungry and in need. Some people even believed
that she was a fairy who had come to earth from her home within the
Western Heaven, while others said that once, long years before, she had
lived in the world as a prince instead of a princess. However this may be,
one thing is certain—Kwan-yin was pure and good, and well deserved the
praises that were showered upon her.

One day the king called this favourite daughter to the royal bedside, for he
felt that the hour of death was drawing near. Kwan-yin kowtowed before
her royal father, kneeling and touching her forehead on the floor in sign of
deepest reverence. The old man bade her rise and come closer. Taking her
hand tenderly in his own, he said, "Daughter, you know well how I love
you. Your modesty and virtue, your talent and your love of knowledge, have
made you first in my heart. As you know already, I chose you as heir to my
kingdom long ago. I promised that your husband should be made ruler in
my stead. The time is almost ripe for me to ascend upon the dragon and



become a guest on high. It is necessary that you be given at once in
marriage."

"But, most exalted father," faltered the princess, "I am not ready to be
married."

"Not ready, child! Why, are you not eighteen? Are not the daughters of our
nation often wedded long before they reach that age? Because of your
desire for learning I have spared you thus far from any thought of a
husband, but now we can wait no longer."

"Royal father, hear your child, and do not compel her to give up her dearest
pleasures. Let her go into a quiet convent where she may lead a life of
study!"

The king sighed deeply at hearing these words. He loved his daughter and
did not wish to wound her. "Kwan-yin," he continued, "do you wish to pass
by the green spring of youth, to give up this mighty kingdom? Do you wish
to enter the doors of a convent where women say farewell to life and all its
pleasures? No! your father will not permit this. It grieves me sorely to
disappoint you, but one month from this very day you shall be married. I
have chosen for your royal partner a man of many noble parts. You know
him by name already, although you have not seen him. Remember that, of
the hundred virtues filial conduct is the chief, and that you owe more to me
than to all else on earth."

Kwan-yin turned pale. Trembling, she would have sunk to the floor, but her
mother and sisters supported her, and by their tender care brought her back
to consciousness.

Every day of the month that followed, Kwan-yin's relatives begged her to
give up what they called her foolish notion. Her sisters had long since given
up hope of becoming queen. They were amazed at her stupidity. The very
thought of any one's choosing a convent instead of a throne was to them a
sure sign of madness. Over and over again they asked her reason for
making so strange a choice. To every question, she shook her head,
replying, "A voice from the heavens speaks to me, and I must obey it."



On the eve of the wedding day Kwan-yin slipped out of the palace, and,
after a weary journey, arrived at a convent called, "The Cloister of the
White Sparrow." She was dressed as a poor maiden. She said she wished to
become a nun. The abbess, not knowing who she was, did not receive her
kindly. Indeed, she told Kwan-yin that they could not receive her into the
sisterhood, that the building was full. Finally, after Kwan-yin had shed
many tears, the abbess let her enter, but only as a sort of servant, who might
be cast out for the slightest fault.

Now that Kwan-yin found herself in the life which she had long dreamt of
leading, she tried to be satisfied. But the nuns seemed to wish to make her
stay among them most miserable. They gave her the hardest tasks to do, and
it was seldom that she had a minute to rest. All day long she was busy,
carrying water from a well at the foot of the convent hill or gathering wood
from a neighbouring forest. At night when her back was almost breaking,
she was given many extra tasks, enough to have crushed the spirit of any
other woman than this brave daughter of a king. Forgetting her grief, and
trying to hide the lines of pain that sometimes wrinkled her fair forehead,
she tried to make these hard-hearted women love her. In return for their
rough words, she spoke to them kindly, and never did she give way to
anger.

One day while poor Kwan-yin was picking up brushwood in the forest she
heard a tiger making his way through the bushes. Having no means of
defending herself, she breathed a silent prayer to the gods for help, and
calmly awaited the coming of the great beast. To her surprise, when the
bloodthirsty animal appeared, instead of bounding up to tear her in pieces,
he began to make a soft purring noise. He did not try to hurt Kwan-yin, but
rubbed against her in a friendly manner, and let her pat him on the head.

'ALL DAY SHE WAS BUSY CARRYING WATER.'

The next day the princess went back to the same spot. There she found no
fewer than a dozen savage beasts working under the command of the
friendly tiger, gathering wood for her. In a short time enough brush and
firewood had been piled up to last the convent for six months. Thus, even
the wild animals of the forest were better able to judge of her goodness than
the women of the sisterhood.
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