           THE ART OF TELLING THE TRUTH

               -- The Emperor’s Portrait — The Hardest Assignment

Once upon a time, in the ancient country of China, there lived a rich and powerful king. One day, he decided to commission a portrait of himself. Notices were posted in every town and village in his kingdom, inviting skilled artists to come paint the king’s portrait.

Now, there were many highly skilled artists in China, many of whom could have painted a beautiful portrait of their king, but most of the artists were afraid to come forward because they all know that if they did not please the king, they would lost their heads.

Finally, three brave and talented artists came forward. The king instructed his servants to prepare a wonderful meal for the artists, and then, they were provided with all the art materials they could possibly need to paint the king’s portrait. Before the three artists undertook their task, the king warned them that his portrait must portray him accurately. Unfortunately, the king was somewhat odd in appearance, as he was blind in one eye, and had a crippled leg. Truly, the artists would have a very difficult time.

The first artist, Mr. Flattery, thought to himself, “Everyone in the world likes to be praised; His Majesty probably does, too. I’ll paint a lovely portrait, which doesn’t show his defects. I think His Majesty will like it”. So Mr. Flattery created an elegant portrait of the king – the king in a perfectly sound body and in a handsome pose. When the painter proudly displayed the portrait to the king, he was sure that he would be rewarded, for had he not followed the king’s instructions and maybe even improved a little on them? But, when the king saw the portrait, he asked the Ministers and Courtiers, “Is this portrait truly like me?” “No, you know it isn’t!” This artist has exaggerated, and not told the truth.” “Off with his head!”

When the second artist, Mr. Honesty, saw what had happened to Mr. Flattery, he thought, “I have learned a lesson from poor Flattery. Now I know exactly what the king wants. If the king wants an accurate depiction, I will paint him exactly as he is”. Mr. Honesty painted accurately, showing one blind eye, and one crippled leg. Then he presented the portrait to the king with confidence that he would be rewarded since he had carefully followed the king’s direction. But, when the king saw the portrait, His Majesty’s face showed terrible displeasure, even fury. Without saying anything else, the king ordered, “Off with his head! ”.

Poor Mr. Honesty, God save his soul!

Dear Readers, do you know His Majesty did not give any explanation for his order of execution? It’s your guess.

Now, in the Court, all the Ministers, Courtiers, and the remaining painter were quite frightened. What type of portrait would please the king without more loss of life? Suddenly, the third artist, Mr. Smart, was inspired! He requested additional supplies and more time from the king, both of which were granted. And then he worked, and worked, and worked, Finally, the king’s portrait was completed. When Mr. Smart humbly presented it to the king, His Majesty studied it carefully, noting every detail; then he turned it around to show it to all the people in the Court. And what did they see? They saw a forest scene, with a huge lion crouching before the king, ready to pounce on him. They saw their king in an imposing, alert stance, with one leg (the crippled one, of course) firmly placed on a rock. His left hand held a bow, and his right was drawing back an arrow, ready to slay the lion. And, as they looked closely at the portrait, they could see that one eye was closed (naturally) as the king took aim for the kill.

Then the king smiled at the artist, Mr. Smart, and said, “You have done well”. The third painter was richly rewarded for wisely rendering the truth. 
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