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How to Read a Theme Out of Eighty—One Trials: Group
Three Hardships, Then Connect Your Own Giving Up

When sixth graders write about the lesson of the eighty-one trials, they must not
stop at another demon was defeated. The theme has to be refined out of the plot, and

three steps can finish the job.

Step one is to sort the hardships into types. Flaming Mountain is a hard trial: a
burning mountain that cannot be crossed without the banana fan and a fight with the
Bull Demon King, broken through by strength and strategy. The Women' s Kingdom is a
soft trial: no demon at all, only a queen sincerely asking the monk to stay, and what
slows the feet is human feeling. The Heaven River is a backward trial: on the way
home with the scriptures, the last trial strikes anyway, the scriptures fall into the
water and are soaked, and a hardship avoided all along was not avoided after all. The
three types: one needs force, one needs self-control, one tells you trials do not end

just because the journey is nearly done.

Step two is to find the common ground and refine the theme. All three types share
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one thing: none can be bypassed, only walked through. The hard trial is fought
through, the soft trial is guarded through, the backward trial is finished through.
The theme appears: trials are the substance of the journey; the eighty—one hardships

are not Sun Wukong’ s trouble, they are the journey itself.

Step three is to connect your own experience. Five years of piano and wanting to
quit, stuck again and again in the Chopin piece, sitting on the bench like sitting
into Flaming Mountain; classmates playing outside while the wish to leave whispers in
the heart, that is the Women’ s Kingdom; one week before the exam the wrist is injured
again, that is the last trial at the Heaven River. When all three trial types have

counterparts in your own life, the argument has roots.

Close with reflection like this: I used to think perseverance meant gritting
teeth and enduring; now I understand perseverance has types, find a method for hard
trials, guard the heart against soft trials, and do not curse heaven for backward
ones. The secret of finishing eighty-one trials is not magic, it is never skipping a

single trial.

This three—step method works on other books too: sort the plot first, find the

common ground, then connect your own life. A theme is read out, not pasted on.
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How to Retell Three Hardships Without a Running Account:
Notes on Flaming Mountain, the Women’ s Kingdom, the

Heaven River

Plot retelling in a reading response turns fastest into a running account:
borrowed the fan, fought the Bull Demon King, the fire burned and was out, a whole
paragraph finished with no flavor. Each of the three hardships has one way to grab

it, and once grabbed, the running account disappears.

For Flaming Mountain, grab the twists of borrowing. The first borrow brought a
fake fan that fanned the fire higher; the second tricked the real fan out, but the
Bull Demon King turned into Pigsy and tricked it back; the third only succeeded after
a fight reaching Vulture Peak. Write only these three borrows and two losses, then
follow with one line of argument: a fire you cannot cross needs someone else’s fan,
and admitting you need help is also ability. That line connects to real life: the

Chopin piece was stuck until my teacher split it into four—measure blocks.

For the Women’s Kingdom, grab Tang Monk’s silence. Tang Monk rarely speaks much
in the whole book, and this chapter is his rarest moment: the queen hosts a banquet
to keep him, even Pigsy shouts about staying, yet Tang Monk presses his palms
together and says the Buddha land is beyond high mountains and far roads, without one
extra word. Follow with one line: the hardest demon carries no weapon, it carries
comfort. This connects to piano temptations: not that I could not practice, but that

the sound of play outside was too close.

For the Heaven River, grab the absurdity of the last trial. The scriptures are in
hand, yet the old turtle, never asked his lifespan as promised, sinks the ice in
rage; the scriptures soak through, dry on stones, and several pages stick and tear
incomplete. Tang Monk sighs, Wukong does not fight, because this trial has no demon
to fight. Follow with one line: mistakes near the finish are hardest to guard,
because the person has already loosened. This connects to the wrist injury one week
before the exam: what was injured was not the hand but the string that relaxed too

early.

One argument line per hardship, each argument connected to one real event, and
the skeleton of the essay is built. Check once: did each hardship get only one grab
point? Does any argument run past three lines? If both hold, plot and reflection are

welded together.
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Three Ways the Eighty—One Trials Essay Goes Wrong:
Listing Trials, Fake Reflection, Floating Theme

The eighty-one trials title asks for a theme of perseverance, yet most essays
drift halfway through. Here are three drift points, each with a self-check and a

repair.

Drift one: turning the trials into a list. Writing from trial one to trial
eighty-one, one line each, like reading out a menu, so the response becomes a table
of contents. Self-check: count how many trial names appear in the essay. Repair: keep
only three, Flaming Mountain, the Women' s Kingdom, and the Heaven River, and delete
the rest. Eighty-one is both a real and a figurative number; a reading response needs

only three samples, and when the samples are deep, eighty—one stands up.

Drift two: fake reflection. I want to quit when things get hard, but from now on
I will never quit, a reflection that has never bled, and readers see through it at a

glance. Self-check: does the reflection paragraph contain a real date, a real piece
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of music, and a real thing that happened on the day you wanted to quit? Repair:
replace the fake reflection with a true scene. The winter of fifth grade, dust
gathered on the piano 1id, and I pushed the metronome into the top shelf of the
cabinet; my mother did not scold me, she just left me the bottom shelf. A true scene

carries its own weight, and I no longer need to shout that I was wrong.

Drift three: a floating theme. The essay says I understand that perseverance
means victory, but never says what perseverance is. Self-check: circle every place
the word perseverance appears, and look beside each circle for a concrete
explanation. Repair: define perseverance three ways, for hard trials it means finding
a method, for soft trials it means guarding the heart, for backward trials it means

not blaming others. Once definitions land, the theme turns from a slogan into a view.

One final whole—essay check: read the response aloud to a classmate and ask only
one question, which picture do you remember? If the answer holds the three borrows
and two losses of Flaming Mountain, or the metronome on the top shelf, the essay
worked; if nothing comes back, go back and add pictures. The theme hides inside the
pictures, and that is the biggest difference between a sixth—grade response and a

third—-grade one.
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