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What Is Chinese Mythology?
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When I was a kid, I loved mythology. I loved those big books that collected vast universes of heroes, gods, and magic. I loved glimpsing a strange and fantastic world that existed in a certain culture’s imagination. And as a kid I found many books of myths available—Greek, Roman, Norse, Egyptian, Babylonian, Irish—but very few from my own Chinese ancestry.


Sure, I would learn a Chinese myth here or there, such as the story of Mazu the ocean goddess or the legendary Monkey King. But very rarely could I find a storybook collection that pulled all these wayward myths together in one neat picture.


Now that I’m older, I better understand why that was the case. We often use “mythology” to describe religious beliefs that have mostly died out, moving them closer to folktale than true religious practice. But unlike the ancient gods of Greece and Egypt, many old gods of China are still worshipped, and have been continuously for more than a thousand years. This makes calling tales about these gods “myths” a little problematic.


Another reason collected Chinese myths may be harder to come by is that China has not always been one country. The land and people that are now China come from an area larger and more populous than all of Europe combined. Over the years, that land has held countless cultures, and as a result, many different visions of the cosmos have bloomed across Chinese history. Some of them mixed and mingled while others did not.


That makes this book something of a contradiction. There are tons of Chinese myths, but it’s harder to say there’s one Chinese mythology. It would be like saying all of Europe has only one mythology, which simply is not true.


Perhaps that’s how it should be. The spirits and gods of China’s past have never been too jealous. For generations, Buddhist bodhisattvas, mountain spirits, local deities, Daoist gods, ancestor ghosts, and all manner of monsters and heroes existed side by side in China’s cultural imagination, forming a supernatural landscape that was more than the sum of its parts.


This is what I hope this book can capture.















Part 1



Creation
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The word “creation” implies a beginning and an end. But in many Chinese myths there is no beginning; there is no end. The universe has always been. After all, how could something come from nothing? How could any god come to be without a place for them to be born in? Instead, these stories are about the gods who shaped what always was into the world we know today.
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Pangu and the World
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In the beginning there was only Hundun (or Chaos). It was solitary and perfect like a giant egg.


Well, “egg” isn’t quite right. Eggs have boundaries, but Hundun went on forever. It had no edge, no outside, no shell you could touch, nowhere to stand outside and look back in.


So there should be no comparing Hundun to an egg, except that one day, it hatched.


From out of Hundun came Pangu. He had been crafted inside Hundun’s churning belly, like flour kneaded into dough.


Pangu was squat and strong, with two great horns and two great tusks. Eventually, Pangu grew big and strong enough to stretch, and he split Hundun apart.


In every place, in every way, Hundun split in two. It broke into dark and light. It broke into soft and hard. It broke into quiet and loud. Suddenly many things were born that meant nothing before. Small and big. Down and up. Cold and hot. Pangu had split Hundun into what we call Yin and Yang.


The Yin half of Hundun was heavy, cool, and dark. It settled below Pangu’s feet like thick mud. The half that was Yang was bright, weightless, and hot. It whizzed and hissed and flashed above Pangu’s head, threatening to come crashing down.


Scared of returning into chaos, Pangu caught the burning sky upon his shoulders and planted his broad feet upon the cool ground. He held Yin and Yang apart and pressed them into Earth and Heaven.


For many years Pangu stood that way, afraid to set down his burden.


Each day Pangu grew taller, the Earth grew thicker, and Heaven grew higher. Pangu stayed in place, and as he dreamed of the things that one day might come to be, his mind roamed like a strange beast, transforming nine times a day. Sometimes he was like a mighty tree, then he would burst into a roar of flame. He’d burn down to ashes and dust, then harden into veins of gleaming metal. He’d melt into water and dream of flowing across the land, slipping into a thousand new forms. Soaring, rolling, crashing, creeping. Now a dragon, now a phoenix, here a tiger, there a tortoise.


And still Pangu stood pinned between Heaven and Earth, transforming, learning, growing, dreaming, trying on form after form. In this way he gained wisdom of everything between Heaven and Earth.


Yet nothing lasts forever. Not Hundun, and not Pangu. As eighteen thousand years passed, and Pangu pressed Heaven and Earth farther and farther apart, another transformation was happening. Pangu’s joints became aching and stiff, and his back grew hunched. Wrinkles crept into the corners of his face, and his hair turned to flashing silver.


Pangu had grown huge and raised Heaven ninety thousand leagues off the Earth. He was also no longer so afraid of letting go. He had learned many things and shrugged off many days, both sad and sweet. There was still one transformation he did not understand.


And so Pangu gave a sigh like thunder, and as Hundun had before him, he split apart.


His right eye became the moon; his left burst into the blazing sun. His arms and legs carved the four points of the compass where they fell to Earth and became great mountains holding up the sky. Pangu’s blood became oceans and rivers. His muscles and veins turned to valleys and roads. His fat and flesh became fertile soil. His teeth and bones turned into metal and rock, with precious jewels and jades hidden within. His hair became soft grass and dense forest, except for those that had turned silver on his head. These caught in the sky and became twinkling stars.


As his final breath rolled across the world as wind, Pangu’s life force spread over the land, finally free. Everywhere that felt Pangu’s breath, life came into being. Animals and plants and every manner of living thing—each in a form Pangu had once worn, each ready to do as Pangu had done. To live, to change, and someday to die.


In this way Pangu died, and in this way Pangu continues to live. He is all around us, still transforming, day after day.
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Nuwa Creates Humanity
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Nuwa is many things in many legends: goddess, girl, survivor, savior, wife, sister, creator, serpent, mother, and queen. But above all else, Nuwa is known as the goddess who creates humanity.


In China, gods can come from anywhere. All things have an inner life, a sacredness that can become something more. Rivers and walls, mountains and elements, people and animals. Wherever there is greatness, gods come to be.


One of the first gods was Nuwa. Born from Earth, Nuwa stood for Yin, all that was heavy, still, soft, and dark—that which held up Pangu as he held up the sky, and now holds up us all. With her came her partner, Fuxi. He was born from Heaven and stood for Yang—churning, sharp, weightless, and bright.


Nuwa often appeared as a beautiful woman, with the body of a mighty serpent from the waist down. But she frequently wore seventy bodies in a day, trying on legs and wings and fins as they suited her. In this way she wandered the world, dancing through the waters, hills, and sky, greeting the young new gods of rivers, mountains, and fire as they came to wakefulness, teaching them how to flow, rise, or burn.


But over time Nuwa grew lonely. Although she could speak with all the beasts of the forest and the young gods of the land, these beings were wild and could not be counted on for loyalty, sympathy, or love. Even Fuxi was a creature of stormy Yang, never much staying in one place for long.


As the new moon rose and the Lunar New Year began, Nuwa decided to change things. By daybreak she went to the riverbank, where the mud was softened by water and warmed by the sun. She took up a handful of mud and began to sculpt her first living being.


On the first day of the New Year, Nuwa made chickens. They were simple things, but bold and sweet. Unlike the flighty beasts of the forest, they seemed unafraid to be near her. Pleased with this creation, Nuwa continued. On the second day she made dogs, and on the third day she made sheep. On the fourth day she made pigs, and on the fifth and sixth days she dared bigger creatures: the sturdy cow and the thundering horse.


On the seventh day, sitting on the bank to contemplate her next work, Nuwa noticed her own reflection in the river. The clever curve in her smile, the piercing look in her eyes. Inspired, she started to mold the yellow clay into little figures like herself. She gave them hands and lips, hair and eyes. Instead of tails, she gave them two little legs so that they might stand apart from the other animals.


When she set these figures down, to her delight they began to speak, laugh, and dance. They had not only her face, but her heart as well, and Nuwa realized there were so many things she wanted to teach them. Hoping to spread her new children far and wide, she dipped a cord into the soft mud and twirled it around. The globs of mud that spun free sailed through the air, traveling across the world. Wherever they landed they sprung into new little figures, and this was how humanity came to be.


Sadly, this was also the beginning of inequality. The humans Nuwa had sculpted with her own hands considered themselves superior. They grew powerful and rich, while the far-flung cord people had to struggle to survive. Nuwa knew she could not be everywhere at once, and that her creations would not be immortal. Eventually their bodies would sag and break, and they would return to the earth from which they were born. So as her children grew older, Nuwa taught them the trick of being women or men, and how to multiply, so that they would not have to depend on anyone but themselves.




THE THREE SOVEREIGNS
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Life in Heaven and life on Earth are ever mirrors. What gods do, people imitate. What people do, gods become. In the old days, this was even more true, as Heaven and Earth still touched at the world’s highest places: its tallest mountains and its oldest trees.


Just as people picked emperors and kings, so too did the gods. The first of these were called the Three Sovereigns: Nuwa, Fuxi, and Shennong.


Of Nuwa we have already heard much: mother of humankind, daughter of Yin. So let us speak of the others.





Fuxi


Fuxi was Nuwa’s partner and shared her form, with the body of a snake and the upper half of a man. He taught Nuwa’s children how to hunt, fish, raise livestock, and read the eight trigrams—the eight building blocks from which the world was made. He also taught them about the ceremony of marriage and how to honor their fathers as well as their mothers. After this, some honored him as their prime deity, even above Nuwa.


Shennong


Shennong was the first god of fire, the field, and medicine. With the head of a great ox and the body of a man, he invented the plow, agriculture, and the use of fire to cook food.


Perhaps this use of fire sounds unimpressive, but it changed the world. Fire draws life from food. Crops that feed the world, like wheat, millet, and rice, are inedible raw but when cooked present a new way of living. Shennong’s inventions changed the shape of civilization, and without him humanity could not have become what we are now.
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