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Master Zhuang and the Skull

< The Zhuangzi>

On his way to the Chu state, Master Zhuang found, at the roadside, a skull,
which, bony and hollow, had every distinctive feature of a real skull. He
knocked on it with his whip and said, “Sir, was it the avaricious nature and
wrongdoings of yours in your former life that brought you your demise? Or,
were you a fallen victim of a war that devastated your motherland? Or, did you
kill yourself because you had disgraced your parents, wife and children by your
misdeeds? Or, did you die of hunger and cold in a famine? Or, did you die at an
old age when your life came to a natural end?” Having addressed the skull thus,
he put it under his bed for a pillow and went to sleep.

At midnight, the skull appeared in his dream and said to him, “Judging from the
way you talked, I assume you are a sophist. The things you mentioned are
nothing but worries and grievances of the human world. None of these will
concern you after you die. Would you like to hear what life is like in the world
of the dead?” Master Zhuang said, “Yes, I would.” The skull said, “After one
dies, he no longer has a ruler to serve; nor any subjects to serve him. Things
such as the change of seasons simply no longer exist. We enjoy wholeheartedly
living in a world where we look upon eternity as our life span. There we are as
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happy as a king, if not more.” Master Zhuang, unconvinced, said, “Suppose I
ask the king of the Hades to restore you back to your parents, wife, children and
your old acquaintances in the village, would you like me to do it for you?” The
skull frowned at him and said, “How could I allow myself to give up the
happiness of a king, only to plunge back into the abyss of human sufferings
again?”
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