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A poet named Qu Yuan, advisor to the King of Chu, is falsely banished to a 
far off island where the inhabitants really respect his wisdom. A dragon falls in 
love with him, and changes to a young woman, who asks him to come and 
live with her under the sea. The villagers assume, when they see him on the 
dragon, that he is going to be killed and they row out in their boats to save 
him, banging on the water to scare the dragon, throwing in rice cakes to 
distract the dragon, and attacking.  The dragon refuses to fight back.  The poet 
eventually changes himself into a dragon and says, “Do not believe everything 

your eyes will tell you.”  After that, each year, the villagers celebrate the two dragons, and eventually came to 
celebrate with their own dragon boats. 
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Dave Bouchard is a former school administrator and teacher 
in BC.  He has a school named after him in Ontario.  He has 
received the Governor General’s medal and written many 
books.  Three of his books are of Chinese folktales:  The 
Mermaid’s Muse, The Dragon New Year, and The Great 
Race. Nine of his books reflect his Metis heritage which he 
discovered as an adult.  I have ideas for his book I am Raven 
at dianacruchley.com.  

The Real Qu Yuan

The real Qu Yuan lived in the Warring States period from 481-221 BCE. The 
eight different kingdoms were eventually united by the Qin, which was the 
first unification of China as a country. Qu Yuan warned the King of Chu not to trust the peace treaty offered 
by Qin, and was indeed exiled. He wrote the poem, “The Lament”, considered the greatest masterpiece of 
Chinese literature. When his prediction came true, and the Chu were defeated, the legend has it that he filled 
his pockets with stones and committed suicide by walking into the water, on the fifth day of the fifth month. 

Diana Cruchley is an award-winning educator and author, who has taught at 
elementary and secondary levels.  Her ideas are practical, with a range of 
opportunities for classroom use. 

Cruchley’s Collection



The dragon boat festival started as a celebration of Qu Yuan’s life - on the 5th day of the 5th month of the 
lunar calendar. 

The Number Five in China

Because the numbers often sound like other words in China, there are considered to be very lucky numbers 
and very unlucky numbers. The number five is the number of the Emperor, and sounds identical to the word 
“luck”. The Dragon Boat Festival is a double five:  The fifth day of the fifth month in the lunar calendar- very 
lucky. 

1.  Five Elements - Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, Water. (not air as the Greeks would have it.) 
2.  5 Directions - North, South, East, West, and Centre (because China is the centre of the world) 
3.  5 Colours - black, white, red, green/blue, yellow. (Think of how many Chinese buildings, events, use Red, 
     Black, and Gold as dominant colours) 
4.  5 virtues of Confucius.  Ten - charity and humility; Yi - honesty; Zhi - knowledge; Xin - faithfulness and 
     integrity; Li - good manners and politeness 
5.  5 Sacred Taoist Mountains, and 5 Sacred Buddhist Mountains 
6.  The 5 cereals domesticated by the Yellow Emperor 

Opening with a Grandparent or Parent Figure Telling a Story

This book opens with grandmother telling a story to a child afraid of the dragon.  Two other 
stories dianacruchley.com open with a grandparent telling a story:  Grandfather Tang, and 
The Mouse Bride.  Students could be asked to collect a family story from their parents…”tell 
me a story of when you were young”…then embellishing it with details of sights, sounds, 
imagined dialogue, smells, things heard, etc….and finally writing an introduction that has 
their parent say, “Sit down and I’ll tell you a story of when I grew up.” (or something equivalent.) 

Pourquoi Stories:  How Things Came To Be

Pouquoi is French for “why”. This is a pourquoi story of how it came to be that there are dragon boat races 
and festivals around the world.  Students could be asked to write their own imaginative, “how it came to be” 
story.  One possibility is how the name of their school came to be, or the name of their town.  Another is just 
an ordinary object such as an orange and how it came to be.  Most pourquoi stories have a humorous element. 

For example, I went to General Currie Elementary School in Richmond.  We children believed that it was 
named after an American general (because that seemed more possible than a Canadian general) who had 
retired in Canada after the American Revolution.  Turns out that as an adult I discovered that he was the first 
Canadian commander of an all Canadian military division. 

Extreme Writing Topics

There should always be three prompts for an Extreme Writing inspiration.  Otherwise 
students waste time making a decision. (See my book The Power of Extreme Writing) for 
a complete description of the process – or extreme-writing.com. 
  

http://extreme-writing.com


1. Festivals I have been to - especially a dragon boat festival. 
2. Times when I felt treated unfairly. 
3. Times when I completely misunderstood what was happening. 

Art:  Drawing the Dragon

There are many YouTubes to teach students to draw important Chinese 
symbols, including the dragon. One I particularly like is How to Draw a 
Chinese Dragon by Paolo Morrone.  Be prepared to stop the YouTube at 
regular intervals so that students can catch up.   

Chinese Dragons

The European dragon is a fierce fire-breathing winged creature that usually lives in a cave, hoarding treasure, 
and must be killed, preferably by a hero such as St. George.  There can be many dragons. 

The Chinese dragon on the other hand is powerful, majestic, and benign. It had water connections to fertilize 
land, but could also bring floods and hurricanes. There is only one dragon at a time on earth. 

The Chinese Emperor sat on a dragon throne. He/ she wore a dragon robe. China was the dragon empire. 
One of the signs of the zodiac is a dragon. The Emperor’s dragon has 5 claws; a vassal’s robe has only four. 
There are many dragon carvings on roofs or as motifs in statues. 

Both European and Chinese versions probably arose from findings of fossilized bones of dinosaurs where it 
was easy to see that these were bones, but obviously of some animal that isn’t on earth. In China, they were 
often ground up for use in medicines. 

Muse

Why is this book called The Mermaid’s Muse?  If the dragon changing into a girl is the mermaid, then is the 
poet her muse? But she should be his muse, because he is the poet and philosopher.  It’s a great title, but 
confusing. 

This is a good time ask students to discuss the idea of the Muse.  A muse is someone or even something that 
inspires your writing. They can also select a muse from the Greek list to inspire their next piece of writing. 

The Greeks had 9 muses:   

1. Calliope - epic poetry carrying a writing 
tablet 

2. Clio – history carrying a scroll, and book 
3. Euterpe - song and poetry carrying a flute 
4. Erato - lyric poetry, carrying a lyre 
5. Melpomene - tragedy, carrying a tragic 

mask, sword,  

6. Polyhymnia – hymns, seen with grapes 
7. Thalia – comedy, carrying a comic mask or 

shepherd’s crook 
8. Urania – astronomy, carrying a compass 
9. Terpsichore – dance, carrying a lyre or 

plectrum 

Often a person who is painted frequently by an artist is referred to as that person’s muse. Some words in use 
today derive from the concept of a muse:  a museum, music, musing on a question, “amuse”.


