
 

The Dragon’s Robe 
By Deborah Nourse Lattimore 
  
Kwan Yin was an orphan who owned only a small loom.  She decided to go to the 
Emperor’s palace at Kaifeng to seek the reward for weaving a great dragon robe. 
On the way she met an old man, guardian of the Emperor’s dragon shrine, and 
though she only had three days to get to the Emperor, she stayed an extra day to 
help him. The next morning, Lord Phoenix, Overseer of the Emperor’s rice fields, 
came.  The old man asked Lord Phoenix to put the golden seedlings on the 
shrine. Instead Lord Phoenix stole them (and the rice fields for miles around 
burned down). The next day, the general of the Emperor’s army, Lord Tiger, came. 
The old man asked Lord Tiger to place the golden knife on the shrine, but the 
general stole it. That night the Tartars attacked. Kwan Yin began to weave a 
dragon robe for the shrine. 

Now Lord Phoenix returned and demanded Kwan Yin move out of the way. The 
rain dragon turned him into a phoenix that flew away. Similarly, Lord Tiger was 
turned into a tiger. Then the Khan came to steal the robe, and the rain dragon 
emerged, flooded the valley, and drowned the enemy.  And the old man?  He was 
the Emperor himself. 

Deborah Norse Lattimore,  Harper Books, ©1993, ISBN 978-0064433211 

Teaching Ideas 
Author 
Deborah Nourse Lattimore does  not have a website or a Wikipedia page I could find, despite being a hugely well 
known author and illustrator.  There is a summary of her artistic life at https://www.nccil.org/artists/deborah- 
nourse-lattimore 

Diana Cruchley is an award-winning educator and author, who has taught at 
elementary and secondary levels.  Her workshop are practical, include detailed 
handouts, and are always enthusiastically received. 

Diana Cruchley©2019.  dianacruchley.com 

Cruchley’s Collection

https://www.nccil.org/artists/deborah-


 
Symbolic Chinese Animals and Gods 
Our hero, Kwan Yin, is named after the most famous of Chinese Buddhist gods.  She is the 
goddess of  compassion and mercy and her character in the story exemplifies that.  She is 
actually a goddess throughout the Buddhist world from India, across the east to China, and 
Japan. 

The dragon is the symbol of China, a symbol of potent and auspicious power, and bringer of 
good luck. He is said to live in the water, and controls water and floods.  He is often portrayed 
holding a pearl, his most valuable treasure, wisdom. (Part of the Chinese valuing of education.) 
 
The Chinese tiger is  symbol of powerful energy.  He is associated with the god of wealth, who 
is usually portrayed sitting on a tiger. 

The Chinese phoenix is slightly different from the European one. The European one lives for 
one thousand years, then burns - and is a symbol of regeneration.  When portrayed with the 
dragon (Emperor) the Chinese dragon is seen as the Empress. Originally the dragon had the 
antlers of a deer, the head of a camel, the eyes of a demon, the claws of an eagle, the ears of an 
ox, the body of a snake, the belly of a clam, the scales of a carp and the paws of a tiger.  Today, 
however, it is the composite of birds:  golden pheasant, mandarin duck, peacock, crane, parrot, 
and swallow.  It is a symbol of virtue and grace. 

Extreme Writing Topics 
Always present three possible topics for extreme writing so that students will have a choice, My 
book,  The Power of Extreme Writing, is available at ASCD for a complete explanation of this 
unique approach to journaling.   

1. The servants of the Emperor are dishonest - tell about honesty and dishonesty in your life. 
2. Kwan Yin stays to help the old man even though she is in a hurry.  Tell stories about doing 

favours for people, or where someone did you a favour. 
3. The rice fields in this story burn down. Stories of fires in your life (fireplace, camp, matches, 

candles, etc.) 

Dynasties 
Many of the books are set within specific dynasties of China. This one is set in the time of the Khan (possibly 
Genghis Khan) under an attack by the tartars.  The mongol invasion finally succeeded in conquering all of China in 
1279 CE. The tartars were fighters from the steppes, as were the mongols, and eventually the two groups united. 

Comparison 
If you wish, students could look at how this story pattern is somewhat similar to a classic European fairy tale. We 
have an orphan girl, with a simple skill (like Cinderella who cleans), she meets a character in disguise (like Beauty 
an the Beast), things happen in threes, the “bad guy” gets his/her comeuppance, the girl succeeds in becoming 
wealthy and successful. etc.  Oh, and the moral of the story:  honesty, kind-heartedness, and hard work pay off. 



Dinosaurs are Dragons 
The dragon of Europe is a fearsome creature that must be killed - St. 
George and the Dragon, for example.  The dinosaurs of China are benign 
and helpful. But, the idea of a dragon in both cases, probably came from 
fossilized dinosaurs. These huge bones led to wonderful stories, and 
modern China is a treasure-house of dinosaur bones, including what 
might be the first feathered dinosaur.  Also, many “dragon bones” were 
ground up to be used in medicines. 

Art 
Several art ideas can be taken from this book.  
1.  Creating backgrounds for future art. Lattimer stained papers to look like faded silk. Students could do this 

with  damp used tea bags. Preparing some papers this way as background, then drying them under a weight, can 
make a wonderful base for student art work. 

2. Creating a landscape.  Creating mountains by simply using overlapping lines as Lattimer does can be quite 
beautiful - students don’t even have to provide shading.  Finally, her trees are quite easy to imitate as well.   

3.   Once students have a background landscape, take photos of them, sitting cross-legged in yoga position. Reduce 
      the photos and have students cut their picture out and paste it into an appropriate place in the landscape. 
4.  Also possible, the whole concept of weaving.  This might be a good time for the weaving strategy using colourful 
    strips of construction paper. 

Vocabulary 
China had emperors - and one empress. Ask students to brainstorm words that mean “a person exercising 
government over other people.”  Add to their list when they have exhausted their own options - it sometimes helps 
if we name places: “What is the head of Japan called.” Here are 20 words that mean “a person exercising 
government over others” - king, ruler, president, tzar, prime minister, dictator, monarch, president, potentate, caesar, 
caliph, kaiser, oligarch, sultan, shah, chief, etc.  Perhaps ask them to find out in which countries these titles tend to 
be used.  Which are the oldest to newest titles historically? What about power - which are the most powerful? (ruler 
of largest area, most power over life and death, able to raise the largest army? Which are the most likely to e used in 
a democracy? etc. 



Other Chinese Tales Revolving Around Dragons 
There are several tales of China at dianacruchley.com that revolve around dragons, robes, weaving, embroidery, and 
silk.  Among those are The Dragon Prince and The Silk Princess.

http://dianacruchley.com

