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Abstract

This study examines how the Shu Road during the Three Kingdoms period contrib-
uted to the cultural memory and identity of Bashu. It highlights the road’s military
significance, its role in regional literature, and its impact on folk culture. Key find-

ings suggest that the Shu Road facilitated cultural exchange and integration, enrich-
ing Bashu’s cultural heritage and influencing international communication. The an-
cient Shu Road during the Three Kingdoms period bears distinct regional charac-
teristics of Bashu. The narratives of ancient Shu’s land transportation and the geo-
graphical landscapes of the Shu Road vividly depict a picture of Bashu. Due to war
and political factors, the Shu Road was constructed most frequently during the
Three Kingdoms period. Not only is the Shu Road a witness to historical events,
but the food culture, folk customs, and performing arts activities in towns and vil-
lages along the road have also integrated the culture of the Three Kingdoms into
part of Bashu culture.
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1. Introduction

Despite the rich historical and cultural significance of the Shu Road in Three Kingdoms period, its role in shaping
the cultural memory of Bashu remains underexplored. This study aims to fill this gap by examining the Shu Road’s
contributions to Bashu’s cultural identity and its impact on international communication.

The dissemination of Three Kingdoms culture in the English-speaking world mainly relies on the two overseas
translations of Romance of the Three Kingdoms, with most related studies focusing on the storyline itself or the
patriotic sentiments and chivalric spirit behind the story (Xu et al., 2023), little mention of the Bashu cultural elements
involved. This paper will focus on the main battlefield of the Three Kingdoms war, particularly the military route of
confrontation between Cao Wei and Shu Han—the Shu Road. It aims to clarify how the linear geographical landscape
represented by the Shu Road propelled the Three Kingdoms story and contributed to the cultural memory construction
of Bashu. An expert has pointed out, “The culture of Bashu during the Three Kingdoms period clashed fiercely with
its surroundings, thus marking a qualitative period for regional literature. The natural formation of cultural cohesion
and order typically relies on a relatively independent and self-sufficient regime... The Shu Han regime, claiming itself
the orthodox authority of the Liu family, aimed to restore the world order and had a profound impact on Bashu
culture” (Meng, 1992, p. 113). The ‘difficult Roads to Shu’ is one of the most typical geographical symbols of the
Bashu region. Through continuous writing by successive generations of writers, the road has encapsulated numerous
tragic individual experiences. As a historical witness to humanity’s arduous struggles and relentless efforts, the Shu
Road eventually transcended its natural geographical scope to become part of a series of aesthetic images. In Western
modern discourse, roads have transformed spatial relationships by connecting unfamiliar landscapes, distant towns,
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and rural areas with the metropolitan centers of a nation, thus erasing time and space. Similarly, during the Three
Kingdoms period, the ancient Shu Road performed the same function. It connected the Guanzhong Plain and the
Sichuan Plain, forming a long-term cultural and economic advantage for western China. The Shu Road facilitated the
unification of Huaxia, achieving the cultural integration of the Central Plains and Shu regions, as well as the splendor
of the Sanxingdui and Jinsha civilizations in the Chengdu Plain. Moreover, folk culture is a part of Shu Road culture,
reflecting the characteristics and cultural diversity of the road. Oral traditions passed down through generations,
performing arts, social customs, ceremonies and festivals, traditional craftsmanship, and other cultural expressions
are valuable treasures along the Shu Road. Using the writings about the Shu Road in Romance of the Three Kingdoms
as the primary text, this paper discusses how the narratives of ancient Shu land transportation and the geographical
landscapes of the Shu Road depict a vivid picture of Bashu. These geographical spaces not only bear witness to
historical events of the Three Kingdoms but are also the locations of Bashu’s food culture, folk customs, and per-
forming arts. This paper will thoroughly analyze the positive role of Shu Road descriptions in shaping the unique
natural landscapes of Bashu and in articulating Bashu’s traditional culture, thereby comprehensively grasping the
characteristics and contemporary significance of the international dissemination of the Three Kingdoms’ Shu Road
culture. This will facilitate the expansion of Chinese novels in preserving Bashu culture and offer a theoretical re-
flection grounded in Chinese concerns. It will also interpret the critical transformation and innovative development
of Bashu culture in a Western context. Specifically, the culture of the Three Kingdoms’ Shu Road can enhance the
cultural memory construction and international dissemination of Bashu in the following four aspects.

2. The Important Military Role of the Shu Road During the Three Kingdoms Period

The Shu Road’s military importance was most prominent during the Three Kingdoms period, serving as a crucial
battleground for Wei and Shu. Notable examples include Zhuge Liang’s extensive use of the road for his Northern
Expeditions and the strategic significance of Jianmen Pass, which controlled access to the Shu region.

The ‘Shu Road’ primarily refers to the ancient roads that penetrate the Qinling Mountains, connecting Xi’an in
Shaanxi and Chengdu in Sichuan. The ancient Shu Road can be divided into two parts: one part consists of routes
such as the Baoxie Road, Ziwu Road, Chencang Road, and Tangluo Road, which run from Chang’an to Hanzhong;
the other part comprises the Jinniu Road, Micang Road, and Litchi Road, running from Hanzhong to Chengdu. The
Jinniu Road originated during the Wuding Kaishan period (when King Hui of Qin wanted to present the Shu King
with a golden ox, and the Shu King ordered five strong warriors to lead the ox to create a path). The core section of
the road extends from Chengdu—Mianyang—Zitong—Jiange—Guangyuan. The Micang Road is an ancient route
from Hanzhong in Shaanxi, crossing the Micang Mountains into Shu, with its core section covering Quxian—
Peng’an—Bazhong—Nanjiang. The Yinping Road was the necessary passage from Longnan to Shu in ancient times
and was a crucial battleground for military strategists through the ages, with its core section covering Qingchuan—
Pingwu. During the Three Kingdoms period, both the Jinniu Road and the Micang Road belonged to the Shu King-
dom and served as important routes connecting northern Shu to the Central Plains. These roads also acted as economic,
cultural, and political links between the Wei and Shu states. Numerous Three Kingdoms relics remain along these
routes, embodying the traditional virtues of Three Kingdoms culture, which, through generations of inheritance, have
become a significant part of Bashu culture.

The military function of the Shu Road was most prominent during the Three Kingdoms period. The valiant battles
fought by heroes like Cao Cao, Liu Bei, Zhuge Liang, and Sima Yi along the Shu Road enhanced its allure and impact.
The fierce battles between the Cao Wei and Shu Han regimes left behind many heroic stories on the ancient road
relics, which are still celebrated today. Among them, Zhuge Liang made the longest and most innovative use of the
Shu Road, elevating its military significance to new heights through his extensive exploration of the road’s military
functions. The Shu Road, with Hanzhong as its center, is divided into northern and southern sections. The northern
section, from Chang’an to Hanzhong, is called the ‘Northern Plank Road’ and includes four branch roads: Baoxie
Road, Chencang Road, Tangluo Road, and Ziwu Road, with the main road being Baoxie Road. The southern section,
from Hanzhong to Chengdu, is called the ‘Southern Plank Road’ and includes three branch roads: Jinniu Road,
Yinping Road, and Micang Road, with Jinniu Road being the main route. Its formal opening dates back to the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods. With the unification of China by Qin, the military importance of the Shu
Road became especially prominent, serving as a vital guarantee for Qin’s conquest of Chu. During the Three King-
doms period, the three kingdoms of Wei, Shu, and Wu divided the world into a tripartite confrontation, and the ancient
Shu Road became a contested area for military competition between Wei and Shu. Sichuan, located in a basin with
treacherous terrain, is further accentuated in terms of military significance by the Jianmen Pass, located at the crucial
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exit from Sichuan, known as ‘the northern barrier of Shu and the throat of western Sichuan’. It holds great military
value, and the phrase ‘one man guards the pass, ten thousand cannot open it” describes Jianmen Pass. During the
Three Kingdoms period, Jianmen Pass was one of the main battlefields in the conflict between Wei and Shu, with
wars continuously breaking out. Romance of the Three Kingdoms dedicates chapters 116 to 118 to depicting the
Battle of Jiange, and there are also multiple references to it in the Records of the Three Kingdoms. Before Liu Bei
declared himself emperor, he traveled through Jianmen Pass four times. Additionally, as described in chapter 65 of
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Liu Bei passed through Jianmen Pass again on his way to Chengdu to confront Liu
Zhang, returning to Jiameng Pass to observe Zhang Fei and Ma Chao’s battle, for a total of six trips. After presenting
the Memorial on Sending out the Troops, Zhuge Liang marched from Qishan to attack Wei through Jianmen Pass
multiple times. Grand Marshal Jiang Wan traveled through Jianmen Pass four times, and Jiang Wei also marched
through Jianmen Pass four times during his campaigns against the Central Plains (Luo, 2003). Therefore, Jianmen
Pass stands as one of the most refined concentration points of Three Kingdoms military culture.

For the sake of military management, numerous passes were established along the Shu Road, creating layers of
fortifications. Some of the more famous passes include Fuguan, Wakou Pass, Jianmen Pass, Jiameng Pass, Chaotian
Pass, Yangping Pass, and Qipan Pass. Each pass preserves many tragic battle stories from the Shu Han during the
Three Kingdoms period. The Shu Road at Jianmen reflects the ancient combination of transportation and military
functions in China, making it a ‘living fossil” and ‘living document’ of ancient Chinese transportation history. Zhuge
Liang constructed plank roads at Jianmen Pass to ensure smooth military communication and the transport of supplies,
making Jianmen Pass the strategic throat of the Shu region. A scholar once remarked: “Zhuge Liang is the brightest
cultural symbol along the thousand-mile Shu Road, and Three Kingdoms culture is the most charming cultural her-
itage of the Shu Road” (Liang, 2020, p. 5). Zhuge Liang commanded the Shu Han army with the Hanzhong Basin as
its core and the Qinling Mountains as a natural barrier. He utilized the Baoxie Road, Tangluo Road, Ziwu Road,
Chencang Road, Jialing Road, and Hanshui Road, among other land and water routes, to establish a combined system
of offensive and defensive military strategies, ensuring the security of the Shu Han’s rear while advancing into enemy
territory on the northern slopes of the Qinling Mountains. His Northern Expeditions forced the Cao Wei army into a
defensive position along the Shu Road. As one scholar observed, “Shu Han’s offensives against Wei utilized ancient
Qin-Shu roads such as the Jialing Road and its Qishan branch, the Chencang Road, Baoxie Road, Tangluo Road,
Hanshui Road, Jinniu Road, and Micang Road. Cao Wei’s campaigns against Shu also employed the Jialing Road
(old route), Chencang Road, Baoxie Road, Tangluo Road, Ziwu Road, Hanshui Road, and Micang Road. The Shu
and Wei forces fought fierce and protracted battles across the vast Qinba Mountains. The high frequency of use of
the Shu Road during these wars, the sheer number of troops involved, and the unprecedented influence of military
strategists far surpassed the most prosperous period of the Tang Dynasty when the Shu Road was at its zenith as a
transportation route” (Liang, 2020, p. 10). The military function of the Shu Road during the Three Kingdoms period
was fully manifested in the wars along its main and branch routes.

If the Shu Road facilitated the growth of the Shu Han regime and accelerated the formation of the Three Kingdoms’
tripartite division, then it was also through the Shu Road that the tripartite situation was ultimately ended. More the
40 years of the stalemate between Wei, Shu, and Wu, wars frequently broke out, with the battles between Cao Wei
and Shu Han often initiated along the various lines of the Shu Road. Fires of war spread in all directions along the
Shu Road, including on the Gu Dao, Yinping Road, Baoxie Road, Jinniu Road, Luogu Road, and Ziwu Road, as well
as the route following the Hanshui River upstream from the Jianghan Plain into Shu. The people suffered endlessly
from these continuous conflicts. In the fourth year of the Jingyuan era of Wei (263 AD), Cao Wei launched a massive
campaign against Shu, with three armies totaling more than 180,000 troops. The General Who Conquers the West,
Deng Ai, advanced from Didao (modern-day Lintao, Gansu) southward through the Min Mountains, intending to pin
down Shu’s General-in-Chief Jiang Wei, who was stationed in Tazhong (northwest of modern-day Zhouqu County,
Gansu, and south of Min County). The Inspector of Yongzhou, Zhuge Xu, advanced from Qishan (northeast of mod-
ern-day Xihe County, Gansu) to cut off Jiang Wei’s retreat, while the General Who Guards the West, Zhong Hui, led
several divisions from Chang’an through the Luogu, Xiegu, and Ziwu valleys into Hanzhong. After being repelled
by Deng Ai, Jiang Wei retreated to Jian Pavilion (modern-day Jianmen Pass in southeast Jiange County, Sichuan),
where he confronted Zhong Hui, who had advanced through Jinniu Road. Meanwhile, Deng Ai marched 700 li
through uninhabited lands from Yinping (modern-day Wen County, Gansu), crossed Longmen Mountain, and arrived
at Jiangyou Garrison (north of modern-day Jiangyou City, Sichuan). He then advanced through Zuo Dan Road to Fu
(northeast of modern-day Mianyang, Sichuan), where he defeated General-in-Chief Zhuge Zhan at Mianzhu (modern-

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.06.019 1161 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Jiachun Ye

day Deyang, Sichuan). After marching to Luocheng (north of Guanghan, Sichuan), Liu Shan, the last emperor of Shu,
surrendered the imperial seal to Deng Ai. The Shu Road, which once safeguarded the rule of Liu Bei and Zhuge
Liang, had now become the pathway for the conquest of Shu by Cao Wei. The fall of Shu Han marked the end of the
Three Kingdoms’ division of power.

3. The Natural Scenery and Regional Characteristics of Bashu as Represented by the Shu Road

The natural scenery of the Shu Road, characterized by steep mountains and perilous paths, became a defining feature
of Bashu’s cultural identity. Works like Li Bai’s ‘Shu Dao Nan’ encapsulate the region’s challenging terrain and
reflect its deep cultural memory.

The Shu Road is located in the northern part of the Sichuan Basin, within the Daba Mountains, where mountains
and rivers intertwine, creating a multi-layered natural landscape. The geological features of the region, such as tow-
ering peaks, mysterious caves, rushing torrents, dangerous rapids, and dense forests, form an awe-inspiring natural
scenery. Notable examples include the sheer cliffs of Mingyue Gorge, the ancient cypress-lined Cuiyun Corridor that
stretches for a hundred miles, and the blossoming beauty of Fule Mountain. The poem Shu Dao Nan (The Hard Road
to Shu), collected in the anthology Poems of the Pre-Qin, Han, Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties,
encapsulates the deepest impression the ancient people had of the Shu Road: steep mountains and perilous paths.
This sentiment reached its peak in later works, especially in Li Bai’s Shu Dao Nan. The Southern Song Dynasty
writer Bao Zhao, in his poem Imitating Ancient Poems, wrote: “Shu Han is full of strange mountains, looking up they
are level with the clouds. Summer snow accumulates on shady cliffs, while autumn blooms scatter in the sunlit valleys.
Every morning I see the clouds return, every night I hear the apes cry.” (Lu, 1983, p. 1296) This poem vividly
describes the natural scenery along the Shu Road during the Shu Han period and highlights the region’s towering
mountains. The opening line, ‘Shu Han is full of strange mountains, looking up they are level with the clouds,’
captures the essence of the landscape. Wu Mountain, the Yangtze River, and the cries of apes have become typical
Bashu images, showcasing the high mountains and deep waters of the Shu Road, and the treacherous, difficult paths.

The three most important sections of the ancient Shu Road—Jinniu Road, Micang Road, and Yinping Road—are
all located within the borders of Guangyuan, Sichuan, and are collectively known as Jianmen Shu Road. Jianmen
Shu Road is the ancient path near Jianmen Pass in the southern part of the Shu Road, named after the treacherous
Jianmen Pass that it traverses. It is the best-preserved, most complete, and most historically significant section of the
Shu Road. With the ancient city of Jiange as its center, Jianmen Shu Road stretches north to Chaotian Town and
Chaotian Gorge (also known as Mingyue Gorge) in Chaotian District and south to Yanwu Town in Zitong County,
Mianyang, spanning over 200 kilometers. The road dates back to the Western Zhou period, was in use until the late
Qing Dynasty, and continued to be used until 1935, with locals still using parts of it today. It was the main land route
connecting ancient Chang’an in Shaanxi (historically known as Qin) with Chengdu in Sichuan (known as Shu), and
historical records refer to it as the ‘Qin-Shu Ancient Road,” abbreviated to ‘Shu Road’. Jianmen Pass is the most
important pass along the Shu Road, located 15 kilometers south of Jiange County in Sichuan Province, at the northern
edge of the Sichuan Basin along a fault-fold belt. The pass is situated between the large and small Jian Mountains,
where the cliffs on either side stand like swords, and the peaks resemble a gate, hence the name ‘Jianmen’ (Sword
Gate). During the Three Kingdoms period, Zhuge Liang established the pass, called ‘Jiange’ and repaired over 30 li
of ancient plank roads to ensure smooth passage for his Northern Expeditions and to safeguard Shu’s security. From
this point on, passes began to appear along the ancient Shu Road that connected Yizhou (modern-day Chengdu) and
the Guanzhong Plain, guarded by soldiers, marking the beginning of military control at Jianmen Pass. The Jinniu
Road, Micang Road, and Yinping Road intersected here, forming a critical military artery for Zhuge Liang’s six
Northern Expeditions and the battleground for the Shu-Wei conflicts. This area is the most representative section of
the Shu Road and can be regarded as the essence of Shu Road culture.

The Cuiyun Corridor, located along the famously treacherous Jianmen Shu Road, is a unique scenic corridor that
showcases the natural and cultural landscape of the Shu Road. In ancient times, the Cuiyun Corridor was known as
‘Sword Prefecture Cypress Road’ and it is also called ‘Royal Cypress’ by locals or ‘Zhang Fei’s Cypress’. This
corridor is the result of the combined effects of local nature, history, and culture, making it a one-of-a-kind, irreplace-
able ‘artwork’. The Cuiyun Corridor centers around Jianmen Pass, extending southeast to Langzhong, southwest to
Zitong, and north to Zhaohua and Guangyuan. From south to north, and from west to east, over 8,000 ancient cypress
trees, each more than a thousand years old, stand on either side of the road. The trees, with their lush, green crowns
resembling patches of emerald clouds, create a magnificent scene that adorns the ancient Jinniu Road. The Cuiyun
Corridor, a wonder of the Shu Road, stretches across deep valleys, with the ancient cypress trees along the road
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forming a winding, shady avenue. These trees, planted at regular intervals, constitute the oldest artificially planted
avenue in the world and are often regarded as the pinnacle of ancient roadside tree plantations. Not only do these
trees refresh the air and beautify the environment, but they also served a practical purpose in military marches, acting
as natural markers for tracking distance. With most of the trees over 1,700 years old, the landscape of 300 li and
100,000 trees’ had already taken shape by the Qin and Han dynasties, earning the Cuiyun Corridor the title of the
Eastern Roman Avenue (Zheng, 2014). This ancient ecological transportation facility, with its roadside trees, is a
marvel of ancient road civilization and still offers valuable insights for the development of modern road infrastructure.

Along the Shu Road, there are many other cultural landscapes that combine natural landforms with profound cul-
tural heritage, such as the Mingyue Gorge Ancient Plank Road. This plank road not only boasts unique natural scenery
but also serves as a long-standing vessel of Three Kingdoms culture. It is a cultural landmark with both natural and
historical significance, showcasing the intertwined development of natural ecosystems and cultural heritage through-
out history. The Mingyue Gorge Ancient Plank Road is located on the southern bank of the Jialing River in Chaotian
District, Guangyuan. The area is characterized by towering cliffs and swift river currents, making it a crucial passage
from Sichuan to Shaanxi. Walking along the plank road is dangerous and difficult, with cliffs overhead and an abyss
below. Many famous figures throughout history have traversed Mingyue Gorge, leaving behind countless immortal
poems. The cultural landscape of the ancient plank road at Mingyue Gorge is rich with Shu Han culture, forming a
complete cultural landscape in this mountainous and culturally dense region. The valley, plank road holes, ancient
postal routes, Jialing waterway, and other related relics and cultural phenomena are the main elements that constitute
the cultural landscape of Mingyue Gorge Ancient Plank Road.

The so-called ‘plank road’ refers to a pathway built on steep cliffs by carving holes into the rock, placing supports,
and laying wooden planks. These roads were used for military marches, the transport of supplies, and the passage of
merchant caravans. Thus made Shu Road special: “About a third of this road rested entirely on wooden trestle shelves
propped upon canyon cliffs or along tream beds” (Wiens, 1949, p. 600). Plank roads were not only built along the
cliffs by the river, but were a necessity wherever the ancient Shu Road encountered steep cliffs. Ancient texts record
that the holes for the plank roads were carved using a method involving fire and water, with the entire construction
relying solely on manual labor. These roads wound their way through the clouds of the Qinba Mountains, spiraling
along river cliffs, spanning high mountain gorges, and twisting among towering pines and cypresses, closely embrac-
ing the mountains and rivers. Plank roads became one with nature, enduring the sun, rain, wind, and storms. Despite
being vulnerable to fire and water damage, the people along the Shu Road never gave up, rebuilding the roads again
and again, embodying a spirit of resilience and perseverance, known as the ‘plank road spirit’. During the Three
Kingdoms period, Shu Han generals constructed plank roads along the perilous Shu Road, set up checkpoints, and
engaged in battles to defend the nation, reflecting the tenacious spirit of Bashu culture. The construction of the Shu
Road, especially the extremely difficult plank roads built on cliffs, is a testament to the spirit of self-reliance, resili-
ence, perseverance, and the courage to explore and innovate. As such, the plank road is not only a distinctive feature
of the Shu Road’s regional characteristics but also a representation of the indomitable spirit of both the Three King-
doms and Bashu culture.

4. The Traditional Village and Town Life and Folk Culture Linked by the Shu Road

The Shu Road facilitated the development of traditional villages and towns, influencing folk culture through stories,
legends, and customs. Examples include the City God Festival in Zhaohua Ancient City and the reenactment of Liu
Bei’s entry into the pass, which highlight the region’s cultural heritage.

The Shu Road was a crucial transportation artery connecting the northern and southern regions, and the formation
and development of traditional settlements, such as ancient villages, towns, and cities along its route, were closely
tied to it. These traditional settlements have evolved over thousands of years, witnessing the exchanges and transfor-
mations between the north and south in military, postal, commercial, and cultural spheres, and they carry a deep
historical and cultural legacy. Among them, the Jinniu Road is one of the main routes of the southern plank roads of
the Shu Road, and a key part of the Sichuan-Shaanxi Shu Road. It bridged the barrier between the Qin and Ba Moun-
tains, connecting the relatively isolated Bashu region with the Guanzhong region. Along the Jinniu Road, numerous
cultural relics have been preserved, including ancient roads, passes, bridges, ferries, cliff carvings, inscriptions, tem-
ples, and traditional settlements, making it one of the most culturally rich and diverse sections of the entire Shu Road
network. To some extent, it reflects the results of political, economic, religious, and cultural exchanges and develop-
ment between Sichuan and Shaanxi over millennia. The traditional settlements along the Shu Road emerged and
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thrived because of the road and are an essential part of the Shu Road’s cultural heritage. Most of these settlements
were influenced by the postal system of courier stations, military defense, and commercial trade, making them a key
component of the Shu Road’s cultural route.

The folk culture of towns along the Shu Road was greatly influenced by the human landscapes of the Three King-
doms era. In terms of material culture from the Three Kingdoms period, history has left behind a wealth of relics and
cultural heritage. To this day, numerous ancient battlefields, relics of old roads, and commemorative buildings such
as the tombs and temples of famous figures from the Three Kingdoms era can still be found in the Qinling and Ba
Mountains. As time passed, temples, monuments and family tombs dedicated to famous people and events grew and
flourished along the routes (Jupp, 2024). There are many historical and cultural sites along the Shu Road, and those
related to the Three Kingdoms period include Zhaohua Ancient City, the Ancient Han Terrace, Zhang Liang Temple,
Pang Tong’s Tomb, the Pavilion of Deliverance from Peril, Jianquan Spring, the Ziyun Pavilion of Western Shu,
Jiang Wan’s Tomb and Temple, Longzhong Mountain’s ‘Kongming Spring,” Jiang Wei’s Tomb, the Zhuge Twins’
Loyalty Shrine in Mianzhu, Pang Tong Shrine in Luojiang, Baima Pass, Fule Mountain in Youxian, Zhuge Village
in Zitong, the Deng Ai Father-Son Tombs in Jiange, Cuiyun Corridor, Jianmen Pass, and more. These rich cultural
relics are a testament to the bustling historical period of the Shu Road and embody the Bashu cultural heritage of the
Shu Road. The Shu Road traverses the Qinling and Daba Mountain regions, with its core golden section running
through Sichuan, including notable sites like the Cuiyun Corridor in Zitong, Jianmen Pass in Jiange County, Zhaohua
Ancient Town in Guangyuan, Chaotian Pass, and Mingyue Gorge. In Shaanxi Province, it includes significant loca-
tions such as the Wuhou Shrine and Tomb of Zhuge Liang in Mian County, Hanzhong City, where Zhuge Liang once
paused his military campaigns to cultivate fields and build wooden oxen and flowing horses in Huangsha Town.
Along the ancient Baoxie Road, sites like Baocheng and Baogu Pass in Liuba County, where Jiang Wei stationed his
troops at Chicken Cage Mountain and Yingpan Village, can be found. At the northern end of the Shu Road in Qishan
County, Baoji City, Shaanxi, stands the famous Wuzhang Plains and the Wuzhang Temple of Zhuge Liang. “Zhuge
Liang’s loyalty to the monarch and serving the country, pursuit of merit, virtuous love for the people, and extraordi-
nary wisdom, which are described in detail in the inscription on the stele of Wuhou Temple in Shu Dao” (Tian et al.,
2022, p. 58). These are some of the most renowned Three Kingdoms historical sites along the Shu Road.

Table 1. Three Kingdoms Sites Along the Shu Road

Shu Road Name Starting Segment Jurisdiction Three Kingdoms Sites

Deyang: Pang Tong Shrine, Fallen Phoenix Slope;
Mianyang: Fule Mountain (where Liu Bei met Liu
Wei), Grand Marshal Jiang Wan’s Shrine, Jiang

Chengdu—Deyang—Mianyang— Wan’s Tomb;
Jinniu Road Zitong —Jiange—Guangyuan— Shu Han Guangyuan: Fei Yi’s Tomb, Tianxiong Pass, Jiang
Hanzhong Wei’s Well, Jianmen Pass, Zhaohua Ancient City,

Cuiyun Corridor, Mingyue Gorge, Deng Ai’s
Shrine, Deng Ai’s Tomb, Marquis Pingxiang’s
Shrine, Marquis Pingxiang’s Tomb.

Nanchong: Huanhou Shrine, Zhang Fei’s Tomb,

Quxian—Peng’an—Bazhong— Wakou Pass, Wang Ping’s Tomb;

Micang Road . Shu Han Dazhou: Bameng Mountain Ancient Battlefield
Nanjiang —Hanzhong Site:
Bazhong: Yan Yan’s Tomb, Muyang Ancient City.
Yinping Road Qingchuan—Pingwu Shu Han Deng Ai’s Invasion of Shu
Chencang Road Mian County—Baoji Cao Wei Mian County: Wuhou Toml?, Shrine, Ma Chao’s
Tomb, Shrine.
Baoji: Baocheng, Baogu Pass; Liuba County: Jiang
. .. . Wei’s Garrison at Chicken Cage Mountain,
Baoxie Road Baoji—Hanzhong Cao Wei Yingpan Village; Qishan County: Wuzhang Plains
Zhuge Liang Temple.

Ziwu Road Chang’an—Hanzhong Cao Wei Hanzhong: Dingjun Mountain, Ancient Yangping

Pass.
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In addition to the material cultural relics mentioned above, such as the Three Kingdoms sites, intangible cultural
heritage can be divided into traditional folk arts, customs, and crafts. Although the Three Kingdoms era was relatively
short, it not only left numerous historical sites in the mountainous regions of Bashu but also had a lasting historical
influence. Many of the folk activities in the ancient cities along the Shu Road are closely tied to Three Kingdoms
culture. For example, in Zhaohua Ancient City, there are events like the City God Festival, the Archery and Tiyang
Drama, and the reenactment of Liu Bei’s entry into the pass. The City God Festival commemorates General Huo Jun,
who defended the city, and takes place during the Spring Festival, Qingming Festival, the City God’s birthday, and
on the first and fifteenth of each month. The Archery and Tiyang Drama is a traditional exorcism drama with a unique
performance style and has been recognized as a national intangible cultural heritage project. The reenactment of Liu
Bei’s entry into the pass recreates historical scenes, highlighting Zhaohua’s status as the birthplace of the Shu Han
regime and an important military stronghold. Since the Three Kingdoms period, worship activities related to Zhuge
Liang, Liu Bei, Zhang Fei, and Guan Yu have gradually appeared north and south of the Bashan Mountains, eventu-
ally forming one of the most enduring folk beliefs.

“By the Ming and Qing dynasties, the worship of Three Kingdoms figures in the Qinba Mountains had
become integrated into daily customs, influencing practices like wine brewing, tea drinking, and clothing,
with many aspects linked to the Three Kingdoms figures. In Bazhong, farmers have long referred to straw
shoes woven from cogongrass as ‘Ge Shoes’. In the Qiang settlements of Pengzhou, many families call
their distillery furnaces ‘Zhuge Furnaces’. In Qionglai, place names like ‘Zhuge Well’ and ‘Zhuge’s Dis-
mounting Stone’ can be found, and in many parts of southwestern Sichuan, the custom of watching lanterns
during New Year’s is said to be related to Zhuge Liang.” (Ma, 2015, p. 117)

Jianmen Pass in Sichuan preserves the site where Zhuge Liang first established defenses along the Shu Road. The
Huanhou Temple in Langzhong, Sichuan, and the Zhang Fei Temple in Yunyang, Chongqing, stand tall and majestic,
with Zhang Fei worship becoming a primary folk belief in the Three Gorges and Bashu regions. The capture of
Western Shu by Liu Bei was the most critical strategic move in the division of the Three Kingdoms and one of the
key events that solidified the balance of power among the three states.

Many stories from the Three Kingdoms era have since been widely circulated in later generations as idioms and
proverbs in Chinese culture, such as the desire for Shu after conquering Long, the Empty City Stratagem, chicken
ribs, cleverness leads to downfall, diligent to the last, and loyal until death. The culinary culture along the Shu Road
has also been greatly influenced by the Three Kingdoms. One famous example is Jianmen Tofu, which is snow-white
in color, delicate in texture, resilient, and delicious. The locals have combined tofu-making techniques with Three
Kingdoms culture to continuously innovate, creating over 200 varieties of tofu dishes, such as ‘The Burning of Red
Cliffs,” ‘The Flooding of Seven Armies,” ‘Kongming’s Book Chest,” and ‘Jiang Wei Defends the Pass,’ attracting
visitors from all over and making Jianmen Tofu the most famous delicacy along the Shu Road.

The Shu Road was not only a transportation route but also a conduit for the movement of people, goods, and culture.
It served as a sacred ground for the collision of various philosophical and cultural ideologies, including Buddhism,
Taoism, and Confucianism. The region is home to multiple ethnic groups, such as the Han, Yi, and Qiang, and the
cultural exchange and integration of these groups have produced a wealth of unique and interwoven folk cultural
heritage. These intangible cultural heritage elements include the Three Kingdoms folk beliefs passed down through
generations, stories and legends about the Three Kingdoms, Three Kingdoms-themed dramas in Qin Opera and Si-
chuan Opera, and poems about Three Kingdoms figures and sites from various historical periods. These elements
reflect the different lifestyles and cultural traditions of various ethnic groups across different historical periods. As
such, the Shu Road is truly a cultural corridor. The Shu Road closely connected the Central Plains with the south-
western ethnic groups, becoming a vital link for the great integration, unification, and solidarity of the Chinese nation.
It is also worth mentioning that the Shu Road facilitated the spread of religion. During the Three Kingdoms period,
the Five Pecks of Rice Taoism flourished in the Hanzhong region, and the famous theocratic regime led by Zhang
Lu originated here. From the Eastern Han through the Three Kingdoms, the Western Jin, and into the early Northern
Dynasties, the Shu Road was the primary route for the northward spread of Taoism, with the Five Pecks of Rice
Taoism in Hanzhong spreading north via Yizhou, Jiange, and the Jinniu Road.

5. The Formation of the Bashu Regional Literature and Culture Centered on the Shu Road

The 3,000-year history of the Shu Road has witnessed the nation’s glory and borne the scars of war during times of
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unrest. The Shu Road endured the frequent wars of the Three Kingdoms period, highlighting the heroic deeds of
countless brave figures. It also connected the Bashu region with the Central Plains, fostering cultural exchange be-
tween the two areas. The unique natural scenery and cultural charm of the Shu Road have continuously inspired
writers throughout the ages to sing its praises, thus promoting the production of Bashu literature with distinct regional
characteristics. Before the Qin and Han dynasties, Bashu civilization existed as a minority culture distinct from that
of the Central Plains. Wen Weng once lamented: “The remote land of Shu carries the customs of the barbarians.”
(Ban, 1962, p. 3625) After the Qin and Han dynasties, with increasing cultural exchange, Bashu culture gradually
transformed into a regional culture within Chinese civilization. Zhuge Liang’s Memorial on Sending Out the Troops
and Li Mi’s Memorial on Personal Affairs represent the Confucian virtues of loyalty and filial piety, respectively.
These works reflect how Confucianism, which entered Bashu during the Western Han period, had by the Wei and Jin
periods already been integrated into Bashu’s cultural traditions, highlighting the distinctive qualities of Bashu culture
and literature.

Around the time of the Three Kingdoms, new themes began to emerge in Bashu literature, with descriptions of
Bashu’s landscape being the most prominent. Located in the upper reaches of the Yangtze River, the Bashu region
features a terrain that is high in the west and low in the east. The western part borders the Tibetan Plateau, known as
the roof of the world, with elevations reaching 3,000 to 4,000 meters, while the eastern part is a basin surrounded by
high mountains, with elevations between 300 and 700 meters. The rugged terrain and complex topography create a
picturesque landscape. The region is also crisscrossed by numerous rivers, including the Yangtze, Minjiang, Jialing,
Qingyi, Dadu, and Jinsha Rivers, which flow through the steep mountains and form majestic and unique views. The
Yangtze River, the water route leading out of Sichuan, flows through the Three Gorges, known for its deep valleys,
high rapids, and treacherous paths. From the Three Kingdoms to the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties,
a large number of works praising the natural beauty of Bashu were produced. Zhang Zai’s Inscription of Jiange is
one of the representative works of this genre and is recorded in both the Complete Collection of Bashu Literary Works
and the Complete Literature of the Jin Dynasty. In the early Taikang period, Zhang Zai traveled through Jianmen
Pass to visit his father, who was serving as the governor of Shu Prefecture. Passing through the Shu Road, Zhang Zai
was clearly awed by the breathtaking scenery and wrote the Inscription of Jiange. The inscription describes the per-
ilous geographic location of Jianmen Pass, the key gateway into Shu and a contested military site throughout history,
with “thousand-foot cliffs” and “the most treacherous of places, the steepest of roads” (Yan, 1985, p. 1951). The
inscription is grand in its momentum, seamlessly blending natural scenery with philosophical reflection. Even Em-
peror Wu of Jin was deeply impressed, ordering the inscription to be carved into the rocks of Jianmen Pass as a
reminder to those governing Shu. This work’s depiction of Bashu’s steep mountains and difficult roads set the prec-
edent and became the model for later writings about Jianmen and the Shu Road.

During the Shu-Han Period, many outstanding individuals from Jingzhou came to Bashu along with the Shu-Han
regime. Attracted by the natural beauty of the Shu Road during their journey into Sichuan, they left behind countless
famous verses, leading to the proliferation of works depicting the scenery of Bashu, such as Wushan Gao (High Peaks
of Wushan) and Shu Dao Nan (The Hard Road to Shu), after the Three Kingdoms period. The unique landscapes
represented by the Shu Road deeply captivated those entering Sichuan from other regions. Zhang Zai, deeply moved
by the perilousness of Jianmen Pass, composed his famous /nscription of Jiange. Zhuge Liang, also awestruck by the
scenery of the Three Gorges, undertook the restoration of the Huangling Temple, built to honor Yu the Great, and
wrote the Record of Huangling Temple. Even literati long residing in the Jiangnan region admired the distant Bashu.
In his Letter to Zhou Yizhou, Wang Xizhi expressed his yearning for Bashu, saying: “It inspires distant longing and
admiration” (Yang, 2003, pp. 1740-1741). Through the circulation of these poems and essays and their interaction
with Central Plains culture, Bashu’s distinctive characteristics were forged. Wushan and Bashui became the most
representative features of Bashu, with poems singing praises of the mountains and rivers of Bashu, primarily depict-
ing the steep and rugged roads of the Shu Road and the towering mountain landscapes. These works encapsulated
the unique natural environment of Bashu. As these literary depictions of Bashu’s challenging terrain continued to
emerge and spread, Shu Dao Nan became one of the most iconic geographic symbols of the Bashu region for a long
time. After the collapse of the unified Han dynasty, different regions developed their own regional cultures within
relatively independent environments, displaying their distinctive characteristics. The development of Bashu literature
during this period exemplified this, as the unique natural environment, cultural atmosphere, and political structure all
influenced its growth. With the Shu Road as a symbol, works from the Bashu region emerged in large numbers,
depicting its cultural attributes and shaping its humanistic spirit.
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Three Kingdoms historical and cultural relics are distributed across the four provinces and municipalities of
Shaanxi, Sichuan, Chongqing, and Gansu, but they are most abundant along the Shu Road in southern Shaanxi and
northern Sichuan. It can be said that half of the Three Kingdoms’ history is rooted in Sichuan. Nearly half of the
characters and stories in Romance of the Three Kingdoms are related to Sichuan, and the majority of Sichuan’s Three
Kingdoms cultural relics are located in the mountainous regions of Bashu. Most of the Bashu mountains were under
the control of the Shu Han regime, making this region the most concentrated area for Shu Han relics in the country.
Notable Three Kingdoms relics in Sichuan include Liu Bei’s tomb and the Hanzhaolie Temple (Wuhou Shrine) in
Chengdu, Wa’ai Pass in Cangxi County, Jianmen Pass Road in Guangyuan, Choubi Post Station, Mingyue Gorge,
Huanhou Temple in Langzhong, Cuiyun Corridor in Jiange County, Baidi City in Fengjie, Chongqing, Zhang Fei
Temple in Yunyang, ‘Zhang Fei Trail’ in the Xiao Three Gorges of Beibei, the Guan Sheng Temple at the Great
Temple of Seven Bends Mountain in Zitong, Zhao Yun’s tomb in Dayi County, Pang Tong’s tomb and shrine in
Baima Pass, Luojiang, the Pingxiang Tower commemorating Jiang Wei in Lushan, and Fei Yi’s tomb in Zhaohua
Town, Guangyuan. These familiar place names and personages naturally evoke memories of Bashu culture among
domestic and international readers. After Zhuge Liang followed Liu Bei into Shu, he assisted Liu Bei and Liu Shan
and made significant contributions to the Shu-Han regime. Zhuge Liang is historically known for his role as the prime
minister of Shu Han. Works such as Guo Chong’s Five Matters of Zhuge Liang, Cui Hao’s On Zhuge Wuhou, and
Chen Shou’s Memorial on Zhuge’s Collection primarily record and comment on Zhuge Liang’s deeds during his time
in Shu Han. Chen Shou’s Memorial on Zhuge’s Collection is representative of such works, providing a comprehen-
sive overview of Zhuge Liang’s life. Later, literati who visited Sichuan, from Li Bai and Du Fu to Lu You, left behind
writings commemorating Zhuge Liang. These famous figures who once lived in Bashu and left their mark on its
history are brought back to life in these works, enriching the history of Bashu and continuously strengthening its
regional culture.

6. Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the Shu Road’s critical role in shaping Bashu's cultural memory and identity,
especially in Three Kingdoms period. Future research should explore the Shu Road’s impact on modern cultural
practices and its potential for cultural tourism and heritage preservation.

As the earliest transportation artery in Chinese history, the Shu Road not only possesses rich cultural and historical
significance but also boasts a unique natural ecological environment. During the Three Kingdoms period, the Shu
Road played an indispensable role in military transportation and facilitated cultural exchange between the Bashu
region and the Central Plains, serving as an important link in the unification of the Chinese nation. Although the well-
developed transportation network within Sichuan has long transformed the once perilous terrain into accessible paths,
the historical and cultural legacy along the Shu Road, along with the spirit of perseverance embodied in the plank
roads used to defend the nation during the Three Kingdoms, has become deeply ingrained in the cultural identity of
the Bashu people through the Shu Road.

In 2015, Sichuan Province initiated the process to nominate the Shu Road for UNESCO World Heritage status,
and it was included in the preliminary list for World Natural and Cultural Heritage, receiving official eligibility for
the nomination. In August 2016, led by the Sichuan Provincial Government, 22 designated Shu Road sites across
Sichuan collaborated to promote the nomination process. In July 2018, the eighth Great Shu Road Cultural Tourism
Festival was held in the Jianmen Pass Scenic Area. At the opening ceremony, eight cities, including Chengdu, Guang-
yuan, Hanzhong, and Longnan from the provinces of Sichuan, Shaanxi, and Gansu, jointly signed a memorandum of
cooperation to form the Shu Road Heritage Protection Alliance and established the China Great Shu Road Scenic
Area Alliance, advancing the nomination process step by step. These efforts underscore the extraordinary role of Shu
Road culture in the broader Bashu cultural context. The culture of the Three Kingdoms and the Shu Road culture
complement each other. Due to the historical significance of the Shu Han period, Bashu culture has been enriched by
the vibrant and colorful brushstrokes of the Three Kingdoms humanistic culture, with the Shu Road serving as the
essential medium for telling this story. Unearthing the Bashu cultural elements within the Three Kingdoms Shu Road
culture and promoting the spirit of the Three Kingdoms Shu Road culture strengthens the cultural identity of Bashu
and enhances its international dissemination.
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