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Imagine you are the only conscious being in a beautiful but empty world. Mountains, rivers, flowers everywhere, but there’s nobody to share a laugh with, nobody to complain to about the weather. What would you do?

If you're Nüwa (女娲), you grab some mud and start making friends. Literally.

Nüwa stands as China's most beloved mother figure, a goddess who created humanity and saved us when the sky fell. According to legend, she invented marriage, established the foundations of civilization, and performed the ultimate home repair job when cosmic disaster struck. But here's what stops most people cold: she appears with the upper body of a beautiful woman and the lower body of a serpent.

Why a snake? That question has puzzled scholars, artists, and curious minds for millennia.

The Great Snake Mystery

Four compelling theories attempt to solve this puzzle, each revealing different layers of ancient Chinese thought. The debate has raged for centuries, with new archaeological discoveries and cultural insights adding fresh perspectives to this ancient riddle.

The Life Force Theory: Snakes shed their skin and emerge renewed, making them perfect symbols of regeneration and endless creative power. This isn't merely poetic metaphor. Ancient Chinese observed snakes closely and saw something miraculous: a creature that could literally transform itself, emerging from its old skin like a newborn. For a goddess whose primary job involves creating all of humanity, this symbolism cuts deep.

Snakes can lay dozens of eggs at once, and some species reproduce without male partners entirely. In a world where survival depended on population growth, these creatures represented the ultimate fertility symbol. Ancient Chinese texts like the I Ching use "the serpent's coiling" as a metaphor for creative energy building before explosive release.

Snake worship wasn't unique to China, but what sets the Chinese approach apart is how they integrated this symbolism into their creation stories, making the snake body not merely decorative but fundamental to understanding divine creative power.

The Tribal Totem Theory: Archaeological evidence suggests that prehistoric Chinese tribes organized around animal totems, with the snake holding particular power. Oracle bone inscriptions from the Shang dynasty (c. 1600-1046 BCE) show serpent symbols associated with fertility rituals and ancestral worship.

Nüwa’s companion, Fuxi, also sports a serpent lower body. Ancient texts describe Nüwa and Fuxi as siblings, lovers, or different aspects of the same divine principle. Their intertwined serpent bodies appear in Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) tomb murals, suggesting this wasn't merely literary device but genuine religious iconography.

Even today, the Miao people perform snake dances during harvest festivals, echoing ancient connections between serpent symbolism and abundance.

The Shadow Theory: Traditional Chinese medicine and philosophy recognize multiple souls within each person, including the hun (ethereal soul) and po (corporeal soul). The shadow represented something between the two: connected to the physical body but extending beyond it.

Ancient people noticed how shadows stretched and contracted, how they seemed to move independently, how they disappeared at noon but extended dramatically at dawn and dusk. A standing person's shadow, especially in early morning or late afternoon light, creates an almost perfect serpentine shape trailing behind the upright torso.

Archaeological evidence supports this theory. Cave paintings and early pottery show human figures with elongated, snake-like extensions that could represent shadows. Some scholars argue that Nüwa’s form captures the ancient Chinese understanding of human completeness: the visible body united with its invisible double.

The Organ Theory: Early Chinese medical texts used the character for "intestine" where we might now use "reproductive organ" or "womb." The connection wasn't metaphorical but literal: ancient Chinese viewed intestines as the source of life-giving power.

Consider the Shan Hai Jing (Classic of Mountains and Seas), which describes Nüwa's ability to transform herself seventy times in a day, with ten of these transformations explicitly attributed to her "intestinal power." The text suggests her serpentine lower body represents not skin and scales but externalized creative organs.

This aligns with ancient Chinese medical theory, which located different aspects of consciousness and creative power throughout the body. The intestines weren't merely digestive tools but the seat of transformation and change. So, Nüwa's snake body represents raw creative power made visible, the normally hidden processes of generation and transformation exposed for all to see.

The Artistic Evolution: Early representations show Nüwa as fully serpentine. Later artwork depicts her with increasingly human features, until Tang dynasty (618-907 CE) paintings show her as an elegant woman with only the faintest suggestion of scales. Modern representations often eliminate the snake body entirely, focusing on her nurturing human aspects.

This evolution reflects shifting cultural values. As Chinese society became more urban and agricultural, wild animal symbolism lost power while human social organization gained importance. Yet the snake element never disappeared completely, suggesting something fundamental about this imagery that transcends cultural change.

Each theory opens a window into how our ancestors understood creativity, divinity, and the mysterious power of bringing life into being. Rather than competing explanations, they layer meaning upon meaning, creating a figure rich enough to sustain thousands of years of interpretation and reverence.

Nüwa Today

Thousands of years later, Nüwa remains active in Chinese culture.

Her temples dot the landscape, from the famous Mount Tiantai in Shandong Province, where locals believe she performed her sky-repairing miracle, to smaller shrines where people pray for fertility and protection. Every February, some regions celebrate the Sky-Mending Festival with pancakes placed on rooftops, honoring her cosmic repair work.

In 2012, a sculpture of Nüwa was installed at United Nations headquarters in Vienna, symbolizing humanity's responsibility to repair our damaged ozone layer. Chinese artist Yuan Xikun created the piece to echo her ancient role as cosmic restorer, suggesting her story speaks directly to modern environmental crises.

She permeates Chinese culture in ways both obvious and subtle. Dream of the Red Chamber, one of China's greatest novels, opens with a leftover stone from Nüwa's sky-repair project. Video games, animations, and contemporary novels regularly feature her. She has become cultural shorthand for nurturing power, creative force, and the conviction that sometimes the world needs a mother's intervention to set things right.

About This Story

In this book we follow Nüwa through her greatest adventure: from lonely goddess to humanity's creator to cosmic hero. Written for Chinese language learners, it uses carefully chosen vocabulary while preserving the emotional core of one of China's most enduring myths.

You'll encounter not just Nüwa, but also the water god Gonggong and fire god Zhurong, whose cosmic tantrum nearly destroys everything. You'll witness the moment when the sky cracks open and alien creatures pour through. You'll watch as one determined goddess decides that if the heavens won't stay fixed, she'll fix them herself.

This story is more than a simple creation myth. It explores responsibility, the lengths we'll travel to protect those we love, and finding strength to repair what seems beyond fixing. In our age of climate change and global challenges, Nüwa's determination to heal a wounded world feels remarkably current.

Ready to meet the goddess who refused to let the sky fall?
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女娲补天
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Nǚwā Bǔ Tiān
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第一章：
女神想有朋友
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Dì Yī Zhāng:

Nǚshén Xiǎng Yǒu Péngyou

很久很久以前，世界刚出现的时候，天是蓝的，地是黄的。有山，有水，有树，有花，有鸟。世界很大，很漂亮，但是没有人。

Hěnjiǔ hěnjiǔ yǐqián, shìjiè gāng chūxiàn de shíhou, tiān shì lán de, dì shì huáng de. Yǒu shān, yǒu shuǐ, yǒu shù, yǒu huā, yǒu niǎo. Shìjiè hěn dà, hěn piàoliang, dànshì méiyǒu rén.

在这个世界上，有一位女神​[1]​，她的名字叫女娲​[2]​。女娲和别的神不太一样。她的上半身是一个漂亮的女人，她的下半身是一条长长的蛇​[3]​。

Zài zhège shìjiè shàng, yǒu yí wèi nǚshén, tā de míngzi jiào Nǚwā. Nǚwā hé bié de shén bú tài yíyàng. Tā de shàngbànshēn shì yí gè piàoliang de nǚrén, tā de xiàbànshēn shì yì tiáo chángcháng de shé.

女娲经常一边看世界，一边旅游。早上，她看太阳出来；中午，她在河边休息；晚上，她听小鸟唱歌。世界那么美，声音那么好听。

Nǚwā jīngcháng yībiān kàn shìjiè, yībiān lǚyóu. Zǎo shang, tā kàn tàiyáng chūlái; zhōngwǔ, tā zài hébiān xiūxi; wǎnshang, tā tīng xiǎoniǎo chànggē. Shìjiè nàme měi, shēngyīn nàme hǎotīng.

可是，女娲常常觉得不高兴。为什么呢？因为她没有朋友。天很大，地很大，她一个人走了很多地方，看了很多东西，但是没有人和她说话，没有人和她一起玩。

Kěshì, Nǚwā chángcháng juéde bù gāoxìng. Wèishénme ne? Yīnwèi tā méiyǒu péngyou. Tiān hěn dà, dì hěn dà, tā yí gè rén zǒu le hěnduō dìfāng, kàn le hěnduō dōngxi, dànshì méiyǒu rén hé tā shuōhuà, méiyǒu rén hé tā yìqǐ wán.

“这个世界真好，但只有我一个人，没有朋友，”女娲常常这样想。“要是有几个朋友就好了。”

“Zhège shìjiè zhēn hǎo, dàn zhǐyǒu wǒ yí gè rén, méiyǒu péngyou,” Nǚwā chángcháng zhèyàng xiǎng. “Yàoshi yǒu jǐ gè péngyou jiù hǎo le.”

一天，女娲来到黄河边。黄河很大，河里的水是黄色的。河边有很多黄色的泥土​[4]​。女娲用手摸​[5]​了摸泥土。这个泥土不多不少，不干​[6]​也不湿​[7]​。

Yì tiān, Nǚwā láidào Huáng Hé biān. Huáng Hé hěn dà, hé lǐ de shuǐ shì huángsè de. Hébiān yǒu hěnduō huángsè de ní tǔ. Nǚwā yòng shǒu mō le mō nítǔ. Zhège nítǔ bù duō bù shǎo, bù gān yě bù shī.

“这个泥土真好，”女娲想，“我可以用它做什么呢？”她突然想到了一个好办法。“我可以用泥土做几个小东西！让他们做我的朋友！”

“Zhège nítǔ zhēn hǎo,” Nǚwā xiǎng, “Wǒ kěyǐ yòng tā zuò shénme ne?” Tā tūrán xiǎngdào le yí gè hǎo bànfǎ. “Wǒ kěyǐ yòng nítǔ zuò jǐ gè xiǎo dōngxi! Ràng tāmen zuò wǒ de péngyou!”

想到这里，女娲拿起一些泥土，开始用手做小东西。她先试着用干泥土做，但是泥土太硬​[8]​，不好用。她又试着加了很多水，但是泥土太软​[9]​了，小东西站不住。

Xiǎng dào zhèlǐ, Nǚwā ná qǐ yìxiē nítǔ, kāishǐ yòng shǒu zuò xiǎo dōngxi. Tā xiān shìzhe yòng gān nítǔ zuò, dànshì nítǔ tài yìng, bù hǎo yòng. Tā yòu shìzhe jiā le hěnduō shuǐ, dànshì nítǔ tài ruǎn le, xiǎo dōngxi zhàn bú zhù.

女娲想了想，用了不多不少的水和泥土。这一次，她小心地做了一个小东西。这个小东西有头，有眼睛，有嘴巴，还有手和脚。看起来很有意思。

Nǚwā xiǎng le xiǎng, yòng le bù duō bù shǎo de shuǐ hé nítǔ. Zhè yí cì, tā xiǎoxīn de zuò le yí gè xiǎo dōngxi. Zhège xiǎo dōngxi yǒu tóu, yǒu yǎnjing, yǒu zuǐba, hái yǒu shǒu hé jiǎo. Kàn qǐlái hěn yǒu yìsi.

女娲看着这个小东西，问，“你会动吗？你会说话吗？”但是，小东西一点儿也不动，也不会说话。

Nǚwā kànzhe zhège xiǎo dōngxi, wèn, “Nǐ huì dòng ma? Nǐ huì shuōhuà ma?” Dànshì, xiǎo dōngxi yìdiǎnr yě bú dòng, yě bú huì shuōhuà.

女娲有点难过。她又做了一个，还是不动。“为什么它们不动呢？”女娲看着河水里的自己，又想了想。“可能它们需要一点点......气？”

Nǚwā yǒu diǎn nánguò. Tā yòu zuò le yí gè, háishi bú dòng. “Wèishénme tāmen bú dòng ne?” Nǚwā kànzhe héshuǐ lǐ de zìjǐ, yòu xiǎng le xiǎng. “Kěnéng tāmen xūyào yìdiǎndiǎn......qì?”

她又拿起泥土，非常认真地做了一个小东西。她对着小东西，轻轻地吹​[10]​了一口气。

Tā yòu ná qǐ nítǔ, fēicháng rènzhēn de zuò le yí gè xiǎo dōngxi . Tā duìzhe xiǎo dōngxi, qīngqīng de chuī le yì kǒu qì.

她看着小东西，等着。

Tā kànzhe xiǎo dōngxi, děngzhe.

过了一会儿，小东西的手动了动！然后，小东西的脚也动了动！

Guò le yíhuìr, xiǎo dōngxi de shǒu dòng le dòng! Ránhòu, xiǎo dōngxi de jiǎo yě dòng le dòng!

“太好了！”女娲非常高兴。“你活了！你真的活了！”

“Tài hǎo le!” Nǚwā fēicháng gāoxìng. “Nǐ huó le! Nǐ zhēn de huó le!”

虽然这个小东西还不能说话，也不能走路，但是女娲很高兴。她想，“我有办法了！现在我可以做出很多朋友了！”

Suīrán zhège xiǎo dōngxi hái bù néng shuōhuà, yě bù néng zǒulù, dànshì Nǚwā hěn gāoxìng. Tā xiǎng, “Xiànzài wǒ yǒu bànfǎ le! Wǒ kěyǐ zuò chū héduo péngyou le!”
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第二章：
第一个朋友和更多的人
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Dì Èr Zhāng:

Dì Yī Gè Péngyou Hé Gèng Duō de Rén

女娲看着她做的小东西。小东西动了动，真的活了！女娲非常高兴。

Nǚwā kànzhe tā zuò de xiǎo dōngxi. Xiǎo dōngxi dòng le dòng, zhēnde huó le! Nǚwā fēicháng gāoxìng.
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