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			If there is one element noticeably absent from the rich and varied early Chinese literary tradition, that is epos. Differently from other contemporary civilizations, ancient China seems to have never produced, in written form, a lengthy mythological narrative to which was attributed preeminent cultural importance. Instead, myths survived in fragments, quoted in philosophical works, alluded to in political treatises, commemorated in historical chronicles. This dearth, however, should not lead us to believe that myths were disregarded or relegated to marginal positions. On the contrary, the ubiquitous presence of splintered myths in texts of disparate genres attests to the extent to which the stories were ingrained in the social and cultural fabric. They mattered on so many different levels, in fact, that they transcended the ideological divergences between the doctrines they were summoned by, and their figurations crept deep into the crevices of artistic expression leaving indelible marks in the creative production of later centuries.

			Through their narratives, myths explored existential themes like the origin of the world – when a primeval unwrought mass divided itself into two, generating Heaven and Earth – or the birth of humankind – shaped from clay by an ancestral goddess. More than in the material coming into being of things, though, the stories engaged in the shift from an untamed to an orderly world. The discoveries and inventions attributed to mythical heroes – fire, agriculture, calendrical arts, writing – played a major role in this civilizational process, together with rituals and rules of conduct, which constituted the ultimate gift from the sage rulers of old. The values embodied by these personages and their deeds nurtured the self-image of the Chinese world, providing a sense of belonging and a cultural identity. For this reason, the attainments granted by the intervention of mythical figures needed to be preserved and safeguarded, lest the cosmos plunge into chaos. Scores of unruly and rebellious figures – who threatened this system of values and embodied its diametric opposite – punctuate Chinese mythology. The most infamous specimen of this ilk is Chiyou, the belligerent and seditious inventor of weapons. His tremendous clash with the Yellow Emperor – archetype of the just sovereign – has been retold countless times as the typification of the triumph over evil. But the menace could even have the impersonal form of a cataclysm of massive proportions. The myth about the cosmic flood that plagued the reign of the emperors Yao and Shun is a conspicuous example. To prevent the inundation from engulfing everything and turn the world into an inhabitable swamp, Yu was appointed to quell the overflowing waters and guide them to the sea, an enterprise that required a complete reconfiguration of the morphology of the Chinese territory. Similarly, the mythical archer Yi is celebrated for having faced ten suns rising at once and scorching the earth. He shot down nine of them, reestablishing the normal activity of the remaining one. The defence against such antagonistic forces represented the need to periodically restore, confirm and ratify cultural values as well as conceptions about the nature of existence; in other words, to uphold a whole worldview.

			Indeed, all these extraordinary feats performed by extraordinary characters adumbrate a profoundly human perspective. The motifs in these myths allude to the everlasting issues of the placement of humanity in the world and the preservation of the fragile relational balance with the environment humanity finds itself in. Dealing with these matters through myths and narratives allowed the ancient Chinese to carve out a niche for themselves in the world. This is true also for those tales that are not strictly linked to mythology, like the stories relating encounters with oddities, be they animal spirits, immortals, demons or ghosts. Causing contact with the anomalous and the supernatural constituted a way of defining what it meant to be human and what was the role of humans in these interactions. Ultimately, the fact that fundamental beliefs and ideas were filtered through the medium of stories gives us a hint of the potency of narration. It is that same potency that we feel whenever we read these stories, which have the capacity to entertain us, entice us, and maybe to let us catch a glimpse of the contemplations weaved within them.

			Davide Latini

			Publisher’s Note 

			Chinese myths, legends and fairy tales have been told and passed down over several thousand years, naturally evolving and mutating in the same way as those of any other culture. They will have originally been written down in one of many Chinese languages, and in fact up to around 220 ad this will have been in the form of Classical Chinese, a written form of Old Chinese, which then evolved into another traditional style known as Literary Chinese. All of these of course used a logographic (as opposed to a phonetic) script, and thus, when translating, in order for names and places to be rendered legible to Western readers they needed to be Romanized. There have been many systems for Romanizing Chinese throughout history, from Wade-Giles to Hanyu Pinyin, which tend to use accent marks with certain letters to clarify the pronunciation of individual sounds. However, the correct pronunciation of words can be hard to achieve even with some written explanation, as this needs to go hand in hand with proper appreciation of the mutual modifications of tone and rhythm, and so can only be properly acquired through oral instruction. Thus, due to this and the innate variation and inconsistency between the various sources used to compile this book, and the fact that some texts are direct translations from Chinese sources while others are inspired by traditional tales and written more simply, we have removed most of the accents in order for the reader to have an uncluttered and more accessible experience.
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			Introduction

			china is a vast, sprawling nation, as geographically diverse as Europe and comparable to the European continent in size, containing at least one third of the world’s population. It has always retained a mysterious and captivating appeal, and remains a country of rich contrasts and diverse cultural influences drawn from many different sources over the centuries.

			Origins of Chinese Civilization

			The origins of the Chinese civilization are to be found in the ancient cultures that arose along the fertile banks of the Yellow River in northern China where millet, hemp and mulberry trees were grown, and on the temperate flood plains of the Yangtze River in southern China that were conducive to fishing and the cultivation of rice and beans. These two societies which developed in Neolithic times were not the only ones to emerge in China but perhaps many of the enduring myths were first conceived there. In fact, archaeologists and social historians trace the origin of Chinese civilization back to the twelfth century bc, which is roughly the same date that Greek civilization emerged. Some of the earliest objects uncovered from excavated sites support the existence of a race of simple agriculturalists, known as the Shang, occupying the basin of the Yellow River in the north of the country at about this time.

			Again, like their Greek counterparts, the Chinese evolved quickly into a sophisticated and efficient people, so that by the fourth century bc, they were able to boast a relatively civilized, structured society.

			Unlike other European nations, China was not conquered by foreign invaders, with the result that she remained largely isolated from the West, and was able to preserve her own unique culture and traditions. That is not to say, however, that China remained immune to outside influences or that she was unduly possessive of her own traditions. More often than not, those invaders who landed on Chinese shores were surprised to encounter a society more developed than their own, and instead of wishing to subjugate it, ended up appropriating the country’s values and practices. China, for her part, took what she considered worthwhile from foreign cultures and modified and assimilated it into her own. In this way, a mutually beneficial exchange was enacted.

			The most significant external impact on the development of Chinese society was not made by would-be conquerors, however, but by tradesmen travelling the Rome-China Silk Road which was in commercial use by about 100 bc. At this time, India had cultivated an equally advanced society and the trade route allowed the two civilizations to meet without hostility. This encounter brought Buddhism to China, which of any other alien influence, had perhaps the most dramatic, long-term effect on her culture and literary heritage.

			Origins of Chinese Myths

			Chinese myths are as ancient as the culture itself: thousands of years in age and as varied as the people who contributed to the development of Chinese society. By the time they were put down in writing, many of them were already fragmentary and their significance half forgotten.

			In common with many other nations, both Western and Eastern, the earliest mythology of the Chinese was in the oral tradition. Myths were very rare before 800 bc when fragments of tales with an astrological theme began to gain popularity. Subsequent Chinese myths and legends fall into several distinct groups. Though writing was developed by the Shang Dynasty (1520–1030 bc) in North China and further refined by the later Zhou Dynasty (1030–771 bc), myths were never used by the Chinese as the basis for great literary works, unlike in Indian or Mediterranean cultures. There are only enigmatic allusions to them in a few philosophical works, and by the time any serious attempt was made to record the myths, it is clear that many writers no longer believed in them or even understood them in full.

			For many centuries after the introduction of writing, the Chinese took surprisingly little interest in their heritage of myths. The first work that includes any myths, and then only in passing, is the Zhou Dynasty Classic of Poetry, dating from around the sixth century bc. Two later works are far more important compilations of myths, the Classic of Mountains and Seas (third century bc) with its numerous accounts of over 200 mythical characters, and a chapter in the Songs of Zhu (fourth century bc) which records the sacred history of the Zhu polity in central China. Mention should be made of a few works written with philosophical intentions, the Daoist Zhuangzi text from 340 bc and the Confucian Classic of History, which was composed around the same time but restricts itself to myths concerning the origins of government and kingship. Apart from what can be gleaned from the tantalizing information given by these works, it was not until the compilation of the great medieval Imperial encyclopedias that any serious attempts were made to record the wealth of Chinese myths but by then many must have been lost forever.

			Early Myths and Legends

			The myths presented in the first two chapters of this book are all based on ancient tales arising from a highly fertile mythical period, up to and including the overthrow of the Yin dynasty and the establishment of the Zhou dynasty in 1122 bc. The later chapters offer a selection of popular fables spanning a number of later eras. It should be noted, however, that the period of antiquity in which these legends and fables are set is no indication of when they were actually first transcribed. The earliest myths, as we know them today, for example, the Creation Myths, have to be recognized as the reconstructions of a later, post-Confucian culture. These early tales, collected in different ancient books, such as the great historical annals, give only the most frugal biographical account of characters and events. In time, these tales were embellished with more detail, appearing in works like the Taoist Shanghaijing (The Classic of Mountains and Seas), where a deeper sense of mystery and fantasy is woven around an existing historical record.

			There are numerous Creation Myths, but several of these are worthy of note, each perhaps originating with one of the many different ethnic groups within ancient China. One of the best known concerns Nu Wa, a strange reptilian goddess who came to earth after it had been separated from the heavens. Some myths say that she created all things, including living beings, by going through seventy transformations. Others relate that although the natural world existed at that time, there were no humans in it. Feeling lonely, she saw a reflection of herself and took some mud and made a small copy of herself. When it came to life, she was delighted and began to create many thousands more, who populated the world while she remained as their teacher and protector.

			Another well-known creation myth concerns Pan Gu (Coiled Antiquity), who was viewed as a primal deity or semi-divine human being. He was born from a primordial egg and when the egg split, the hard, opaque parts sank to become the earth while the soft, transparent parts became the heavens. Like Atlas, the Titan from Greek mythology, Pan Gu stood up and held the heaven and earth apart until they solidified in their present state. Exhausted by his labour, Pan Gu lay down and died. Each part of his body then became something in the natural world: his breath the wind and clouds; his eyes the sun and moon; his hair the stars; his bones and teeth the rocks and minerals; and so on. The very insects crawling on his dead body became human beings.

			Other myths tell of the origin of the universe out of chaos, such as that of Hundun (Dense Chaos), who produced the world after he died after a misguided act of kindness, in which some fellow gods tried to carve him a face in return for his hospitality. The interplay of impersonal forces, such as the cosmic forces of the passive, dark, heavy feminine Yin and the active, sunny, light and masculine Yang, are also believed to have given rise to various elements in creation associated with their respective qualities.

			Religious Schools of Thought

			The imaginative minds of the ancient Chinese were crowded with Gods, giants, fairies, mortal heroes and devils, all of which ultimately appeared in their literature. Before Buddhism, Chinese religious practices were similar to those of the ancient Greeks, incorporating a huge number of deities who represented every aspect of nature, and a whole system of beliefs which attempted to explain the complexities of the universe in simple, human terms. The most important school of thought dominating China for thousands of years, was Confucianism, which devoted itself principally to the regulation of human relationships with a view to creating a practical social structure which would enable people to live in greater harmony together. Confucius favoured a more rational approach to life than that which he saw around him and discouraged the belief in the supernatural.

			Co-existing with this methodical outlook, however, was the school of thought known as Taoism, seeking out the essential laws of nature which govern our lives, and in the age of Lao Tzu, the reputed founder of the Taoist religion, fresh myths began to appear. The period of the Warring States, 500 to 100 bc, again brought new impetus and greater emotional depth to mythological creation.

			This era was followed by the advent of Buddhism which introduced to China many tales adapted from Indian mythology. To combat this foreign influence, Taoists invented newer characters and legends, mixing fact and fiction to a degree where the worlds of myth and reality become indistinguishable.

			Broadly speaking, the diverse influences of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism resulted in a literature which was firmly rooted in the concept that everything on earth was in some way subject to divine authority. Order and peace exist on earth when Heaven’s authority is acknowledged, but when it is ignored, natural calamities, such as floods and drought, are set to occur. According to the Taoist view, the supreme power of Heaven is administered by celestial government officials. Compared to the other splendours of creation, the mountains and streams, the forests and flowers, man’s importance is diminished. Never before, in any other culture or early literature, was the emphasis on nature and humanity’s communion with it, so crucial. Man’s good fortune depended on his ability to behave in accordance with the dictates of Heaven. From ancient times onwards, the highest ambition he could aspire to was to determine the natural law of things and to behave in sympathy with it.

			The Gods of the Cosmos

			Unlike the mythologies of Mesopotamia, the Mediterranean and elsewhere, there is no structured pantheon of Chinese gods: literally hundreds are mentioned by name with brief myths associated with them in texts like the Classic of Mountains and Seas. Moreover, unlike other cultures, there are very few goddesses, perhaps reflecting the privileged status accorded to men in orthodox Chinese society.

			The sun, moon and other heavenly bodies were of great significance to the ancient Chinese and their descendants and there are thus many gods associated with them. One of the best-known cycles of myths associated with the sun concerns the divine archer, Yi – originally a stellar god. Two goddesses are associated with the moon: Chang Xi (Constant Breath) and Chang E (Constant Sublime). Chang Xi gave birth to 12 moons, one for each month, while she dwelt in the wilderness of the west. It is said that she cared for her progeny by bathing them each night after their journey across the sky. Chang E, on the other hand, was the wife of the celestial archer Yi. Tales of these gods are found in the fourth and fifth chapters of this book, along with those of many others associated with the sun, moon and stars.

			Gender in Chinese Myths

			Many scholars believe that the earliest human societies worldwide were matriarchal in organization, but with the advent of the Bronze and Iron Ages, if not earlier, a shift seems to have occurred in many cultures to a patriarchal system that down-graded the female status. There are a few goddesses mentioned in Chinese mythology that hint at the former importance of women in society, such as Nu Wa, Chang Xi and Chang E, but the later male writers who compiled collections of myths seem to have done their best to undervalue the significance of the female in tune with the orthodox Confucian views of society. Nevertheless, apart from those mentioned above, other goddesses were important in ancient times as founders of early dynasties. Jian Di (Bamboo-slip Maiden) is mentioned as the progenitor of the first person of the Shang Dynasty, while Jiang the Originator was said to have been the mother of the first of the Zhou people. Like Hariti and other goddesses in India, disease and disaster is sometimes attributed to a female source in Chinese myth in the form of the Queen Mother of the West, a fierce and cruel being with tangled hair, tiger’s fangs and a panther’s tail, who was accompanied by other ferocious felines.

			Catastrophe Myths

			It is inevitable that a vast country like China should repeatedly witness natural disaster – droughts in the north and floods in the south. As with many other mythologies throughout the world, the Chinese have a range of catastrophe myths that tell of these events, perhaps distant memories of particularly devastating occasions when human survival itself may have seemed in doubt.

			Four important flood myths, sometimes interlinked, have been preserved in early Chinese mythology, perhaps concerning different floods in various parts of the country or else the same event recorded by different people. One brief account relates how the world was saved from a combination of overwhelming floods and raging fires by the goddess Nu Wa who after restoring the sky then cuts the legs off a giant turtle and places them at the four corners of the earth to prop up the sky.

			A second story tells of an ugly, misshapen god, Gong Gong, sometimes seen as the water god. Dissatisfied with his lesser status in the natural order of things, he challenged the fire god, the benevolent and wise ruler of the universe, and churned up the waters of the earth so that they crashed against the bulwarks of the sky. This resulted in catastrophic floods throughout the world. In some versions of this myth, this was the flood that Nu Wa averted.

			A third myth speaks of a time when there was a world-threatening deluge. In order to deal with the situation, the gods nominated Gun (Giant Fish) to control the water. Two assistants were appointed to help him in this task: a divine eagle which knew the secrets of the sky and a divine turtle which knew the secrets of the waters, but their help is insufficient. Gun has to steal a magical ‘breathing-earth’ (a special type of earth of divine origin that had vitality) from the supreme god to control the flood waters and repair the world. Gun is punished for his theft and condemned to die on a mountain, but once dead his body does not rot and his son, Yu, is born from it.

			Another important myth is known from two variants, involving the semi-divine Yu (Reptile Footprint), the son of Gun. In one version, Yu – unlike his father – was allowed to use the ‘breathing earth’ to repair the world and quell the floods; another version relates how Yu was commanded to deal with a devastating flood that had left everybody throughout China homeless by digging drainage channels.

			Myths which deal with droughts are perhaps linked to the North China environment. One myth relates that when a drought afflicted the Shang lands for seven years, one of the mythical Shang kings, Tang, volunteered himself instead of the human sacrifices his people wanted to offer to the gods. Just as he was about to be burnt alive, a great downpour of rain fell in response to his selflessness.

			Cultural Gods and Heroes

			In contrast to many other mythologies, Chinese mythology is quite rich in accounts of beings who introduced cultural innovations into the world. These beings are often ambivalent in nature, either being semi-divine humans or gods. This ambivalence between the divine and the mortal realms was to become characteristic of later Chinese concepts of sages and emperors. Whether they were deified humans or gods demoted to human status, the mythical ancestors of various dynasties and tribes in China are said to have played a key role in introducing cultural innovations into the world.

			A series of ten divine or semi-divine kings are associated with the earliest phase of the Zhou people, according to their accounts. The first of these was Fu Xi, sometimes associated with the goddess Nu Wa, who appears in a number of myths but who is particularly associated with the invention of writing. According to this myth, Fu Xi was the ruler of the universe and observed the markings and patterns found on various creatures. Based on his observations, he devised the Eight Trigrams that form the basis of the divinatory manual, the Yi-jing (this is also known as I Ching, and means Book of Changes). He is credited with the invention of music and also, after watching spiders at work, made fishing nets for humans. His successor, Shen Nung, was the farmer god who invented the plough and taught humans the art of agriculture. He also discovered the medicinal qualities of plants by pounding them with his whip and evaluating them by their smell and taste.

			A later divine king was the famous Yellow Emperor, Huang Ti, who had over twenty sons, each of whom went on to sire important families of the Zhou dynasty. To him goes the credit for many innovations, such as the invention of the fire drill, by means of which he was able to clear forests and drive away wild animals using fire. Though he sometimes was viewed as a warrior god he was generally seen as peace-loving and had an ancient connection with healing; the Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Medicine, which still forms the basis of traditional Chinese medical treatment, was attributed to him. One of Huang Ti’s successors was Di Ku, who was married to the goddess Jiang Yuan. She became pregnant after accidentally treading on a footprint and gave birth to Hou-Ji. Thinking the child was unlucky, she tried on three occasions to rid herself of him by having him exposed to the elements, but each time he was saved. When the child grew up he made agricultural tools for the people and imparted the knowledge of crop cultivation, thereby guaranteeing the Chinese people a constant supply of food.

			Hou-Ji was followed by the celebrated Yao, who was to be adopted in later times by the Confucians as the archetypal model of the sage – intelligent, accomplished, courteous and reverent. It was during his reign that the world was devastated by the catastrophic series of floods which required the intervention of Gun, as already mentioned. Yao wanted to appoint his chief minister as his successor but the latter refused so Yao turned his attention to Shun (Hibiscus), the low-class son of Gu Sou (Blind Man). Shun had come to the attention of Yao because Gu Sou was an obstinate reprobate who tried to kill Shun on three occasions. Shun had miraculously escaped each time. Through his filial piety, a virtue always esteemed by the Chinese, Shun eventually reforms his father’s behaviour. After having put Shun through various tests, Yao retired and passed the throne to Shun. Shun, in his turn, was eventually replaced by Yu, the son of Gun.

			The Chinese have always been fascinated by divination and in ancient times several techniques were of central importance to the rulers of the early dynasties. The Shang people made use of turtle shells and the shoulder blades of sheep and oxen in their divination. The question being put to the gods was written on the bone and heat was then applied with a heated rod to form cracks. It was from the pattern of these cracks that the will of the gods and the outcome of the question were known. The tens of thousands of these inscribed pieces of bone and shell which have been found date from the middle of the second millennium bc, providing the earliest examples of Chinese writing. Apart from these scratched questions, little else has survived from that period and scholars believe that writing was restricted to a handful of imperial diviners. An entirely different form of divination is associated with the agrarian Zhou dynasty, the use of the Book of Changes (Yi-jing) based on the sixty-four combinations that may be derived from the basic set of eight trigrams – patterns formed from three solid and broken lines. Though the Shang method of divination fell into disuse with the Shang people’s demise, the Yi-jing is still widely consulted for divinatory purposes by many people.

			The Chinese mythological tradition has furnished us with an extensive catalogue of ancient tales, several thousand in number. This volume is intended to provide an enjoyable and entertaining introduction to the most popular of those myths and fables and is in no way a comprehensive study of its subject. Nonetheless, it is hoped that the stories included will encourage the reader to explore further the fascinating world of Chinese mythology.
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			The Creation Myths
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			Introduction

			The earliest Chinese myths, believed to have evolved in the primitive society of what is now northern China, are very old indeed, some of them dating back to the eighth century bc. They were passed on by word of mouth, by a simple people attempting to explain the origins of the cosmos and other astronomical phenomena beyond their comprehension.

			The story of Pan Gu, although generally considered one of China’s earliest legends, is actually from a much later period. Some scholars of Chinese mythology suggest that this myth was imported from Indo-China shortly before the advent of Buddhism in the first century bc. Other scholars attribute the tale specifically to the fourth century Taoist philosopher Ko Hung, author of the Shen Hsien Chuan (Biographies of the Gods).

			But whatever his precise origins, the tale of how Pan Gu fashioned the universe is now very firmly established in Chinese folklore and a great number of Chinese people still trace their ancestry back to this particular god and his successor, the goddess Nu Wa. Ancient Chinese tales which centre on these two characters are commonly known as ‘Creation Myths’.

			Nu Wa and her consort, Fu Xi, were created to embellish the mythological notion of the origin of things. Again, the concept of Nu Wa is a very ancient one, first mentioned by Lieh Tzu in the fifth century bc. Nu Wa and Fu Xi are the great gentle protectors of humanity, while the God of Water, Gong Gong, is depicted as the destroyer of the earth. In these stories an interesting tension is introduced between the opposing forces of creativity and destruction.
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			Pan Gu and the Creation of the Universe
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			At the very beginning of time, when only darkness and chaos existed and the heavens and the earth had not yet been properly divided up, the universe resembled the shape of a large egg. And at the centre of this egg, the first living creature one day came into being. After many thousands of years, when he had gathered sufficient strength and energy and had grown to the size of a giant, the creature, who gave himself the name of Pan Gu, awoke fully refreshed from his long rest and stood upright within his shell. He began to yawn very loudly and to stretch his enormous limbs, and as he did so, the walls of the egg were cracked open and separated into two even portions. The lighter, more fragile, part of the egg floated delicately upwards to form the white silken sheet of the sky, while the heavier, more substantial part, dropped downwards to form the earth’s crusty surface.

			Now when Pan Gu observed this, he was happy and proud to have created some light in place of the darkness and chaos out of which he had emerged. But at the same time, he began to fear that the skies and the earth might fuse once more, and he stood and scratched his huge head, pondering a solution to the problem. And after he had thought things through for quite a while, he decided that the only way to keep the two elements at a safe distance from each other was to place his own great bulk between them. So he took up his position, heaving and pushing upwards against the sky with his hands and pressing downwards into the earth with all the weight of his massive feet until a reasonable gap had been formed.

			For the next eighteen thousand years, Pan Gu continued to push the earth and the sky apart, growing taller and taller every day until the gap measured some thirty thousand miles. And when this distance between them had been established, the sky grew firm and solid and the earth became securely fixed far beneath it. Pan Gu then looked around him and seeing that there was no longer any danger of darkness returning to the universe, he felt at last that he could lay down and rest, for his bones ached and he had grown old and frail over the years. Breathing a heavy sigh, he fell into an exhausted sleep from which he never awoke. But as he lay dying, the various parts of his vast body were miraculously transformed to create the world as we mortals know it today.

			Pan Gu’s head became the mountain ranges; his blood became the rivers and streams; the hairs on his head were changed into colourful and fragrant blossoms and his flesh was restored to become the trees and soil. His left eye was transformed into the sun and his right eye became the moon; his breath was revived in the winds and the clouds and his voice resounded anew as thunder and lightning. Even his sweat and tears were put to good use and were transformed into delicate droplets of rain and sweet-smelling morning dew.

			And when people later came to inhabit the earth, they worshipped Pan Gu as a great creator and displayed the utmost respect for all the natural elements, believing them to be his sacred body spread out like a carpet before them beneath the blue arch of the heavens.
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			Nu Wa Peoples the Earth
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			When the universe first emerged from chaos, mankind had not yet been created and the firmament and all the territories beneath it were inhabited by Gods or giants who had sprung forth from the body of Pan Gu. At that time, one particularly powerful Goddess appeared on earth in the company of her chosen heavenly companion. The Goddess’s name was Nu Wa and her companion’s name was Fu Xi. Together these deities set out to bring an even greater sense of order and regulation to the world.

			And of all the other Gods residing in the heavens, Nu Wa was the strangest and most unusual in appearance, for the upper half of her body was shaped like a human being, while the lower part took the form of a snake. Nu Wa also possessed the unique ability to change her shape up to seventy times a day and she frequently appeared on earth in several different guises.

			Although Nu Wa took great pleasure in the wondrous beauty of the new-born world she occupied, deep within she felt it to be a little too silent and she yearned to create something that would fill the empty stillness. One day shortly afterwards, as she walked along the banks of the great Yellow River, she began to imagine spending time in the company of other beings not unlike herself, animated creatures who might talk and laugh with her and with whom she could share her thoughts and feelings. Sitting herself down on the earth, she allowed her fingers to explore its sandy texture and without quite realizing it, began to mould the surrounding clay into tiny figures. But instead of giving them the lower bodies of reptiles, the Goddess furnished her creatures with little legs so they would stand upright. Pleased with the result, she placed the first of them beside her on the earth and was most surprised and overjoyed to see it suddenly come to life, dancing around her and laughing excitedly. She placed another beside it and again the same thing happened. Nu Wa was delighted with herself and with her own bare hands she continued to make more and more of her little people as she rested by the river bank.

			But as the day wore on, the Goddess grew tired and it was then that she decided to make use of her supernatural powers to complete the task she had begun. So breaking off a length of wood from a nearby mulberry tree, she dredged it through the water until it was coated in mud. Then she shook the branch furiously until several hundred drops of mud landed on the ground and as each drop landed it was instantly transformed into a human being. Then Nu Wa pronounced that the beings she had shaped with her own hands should live to become the rich and fortunate people of the world, while those created out of the drops of mud should lead ordinary and humble lives. And realizing that her little creatures should themselves be masters of their own survival, Nu Wa separated them into sons and daughters and declared that they should marry and multiply until the whole wide world had become their home and they were free once and for all from the threat of extinction.
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			The War Between the Gods of Fire and Water
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			For a great many years after Nu Wa had created human beings, the earth remained a peaceful and joyous place and it was not until the final years of the Goddess’s reign that mankind first encountered pain and suffering. For Nu Wa was extremely protective of the race she had created and considered it her supreme duty to shelter it from all harm and evil. People depended on Nu Wa for her guardianship and she, in turn, enabled them to live in comfort and security.

			One day, however, two of the Gods who dwelt in the heavens, known as Gong Gong and Zhurong, became entangled in a fierce and bitter dispute. No one knew precisely why the two Gods began to shout and threaten one another, but before long they were resolved to do battle against each other and to remain fighting to the bitter end. Gong Gong, who was the God of Water, was well known as a violent and ambitious character and his bright red wavy hair perfectly mirrored his fiery and riotous spirit. Zhurong, the God of Fire, was equally belligerent when provoked and his great height and bulk rendered him no less terrifying in appearance.

			Several days of fierce fighting ensued between the two of them during which the skies buckled and shifted under the strain of the combat. An end to this savage battle seemed to be nowhere in sight, as each God thrust and lunged with increasing fury and rage, determined to prove himself more powerful than the other. But on the fourth day, Gong Gong began to weary and Zhurong gained the upper hand, felling his opponent to the ground and causing him to tumble right out of the heavens.

			Crashing to the earth with a loud bang, Gong Gong soon became acutely aware of the shame and disgrace of his defeat and decided that he would never again have the courage to face any of his fellow Gods. He was now resolved to end his own life and looked around him for some means by which he might perform this task honourably and successfully. And seeing a large mountain range in the distance rising in the shape of a giant pillar to the skies, Gong Gong ran towards it with all the speed he could muster and rammed his head violently against its base.

			As soon as he had done this, a terrifying noise erupted from within the mountain, and gazing upwards, Gong Gong saw that a great wedge of rock had broken away from the peak, leaving behind a large gaping hole in the sky. Without the support of the mountain, the sky began to collapse and plummet towards the earth’s surface, causing great crevasses to appear on impact. Many of these crevasses released intensely hot flames which instantly engulfed the earth’s vegetation, while others spouted streams of filthy water which merged to form a great ocean. And as the flood and destruction spread throughout the entire world, Nu Wa’s people no longer knew where to turn to for help. Thousands of them drowned, while others wandered the earth in terror and fear, their homes consumed by the raging flames and their crops destroyed by the swift-flowing water.

			Nu Wa witnessed all of this in great distress and could not bear to see the race she had created suffer such appalling misery and deprivation. Though she was now old and looking forward to her time of rest, she decided that she must quickly take action to save her people, and it seemed that the only way for her to do this was to repair the heavens as soon as she possibly could with her very own hands.
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			Nu Wa Repairs the Sky
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			Nu Wa rapidly set about gathering the materials she needed to mend the great hole in the sky. One of the first places she visited in her search was the river Yangtze where she stooped down and gathered up as many pebbles as she could hold in both arms. These were carefully chosen in a variety of colours and carried to a forge in the heavens where they were melted down into a thick, gravel-like paste. Once she had returned to earth, Nu Wa began to repair the damage, anxiously filling the gaping hole with the paste and smoothing whatever remained of it into the surrounding cracks in the firmament. Then she hurried once more to the river bank and, collecting together the tallest reeds, she built a large, smouldering fire and burnt the reeds until they formed a huge mound of ashes. With these ashes Nu Wa sealed the crevasses of the earth, so that water no longer gushed out from beneath its surface and the swollen rivers gradually began to subside.

			After she had done this, Nu Wa surveyed her work, yet she was still not convinced that she had done enough to prevent the heavens collapsing again in the future. So she went out and captured one of the giant immortal tortoises which were known to swim among the jagged rocks at the deepest point of the ocean and brought it ashore to slaughter it. And when she had killed the creature, she chopped off its four sturdy legs and stood them upright at the four points of the compass as extra support for the heavens. Only now was the Goddess satisfied and she began to gather round her some of her frightened people in an attempt to reassure them that order had finally been restored.

			To help them forget the terrible experiences they had been put through, Nu Wa made a flute for them out of thirteen sticks of bamboo and with it she began to play the sweetest, most soothing music. All who heard it grew calmer almost at once and the earth slowly began to emerge from the chaos and destruction to which it had been subjected. From that day forth, Nu Wa’s people honoured her by calling her ‘Goddess of music’ and many among them took great pride in learning the instrument she had introduced them to.

			But even though the heavens had been repaired, the earth was never quite the same again. Gong Gong’s damage to the mountain had caused the skies to tilt permanently towards the north-west so that the Pole Star, around which the heavens revolved, was dislodged from its position directly overhead. The sun and the moon were also tilted, this time in the direction of the west, leaving a great depression in the south-east. And not only that, but the peak of the mountain which had crashed to the earth had left a huge hollow where it landed in the east into which the rivers and streams of the world flowed incessantly.

			Nu Wa had done all she could to salvage the earth and shortly afterwards, she died. Her body was transformed into a thousand fairies who watched over the human race on her behalf. Her people believe that the reason China’s rivers flow eastwards was because of Gong Gong’s foolish collision with the mountain, a belief that is still shared by their ancestors today.
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			The Tradition of the Tea-Plant
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			“Good is the continence of the eye; Good is the continence of the ear; Good is the continence of the nostrils; Good is the continence of the tongue; Good is the continence of the body; Good is the continence of speech; Good is all....”

			Again the Vulture of Temptation soared to the highest heaven of his contemplation, bringing his soul down, down, reeling and fluttering, back to the World of Illusion. Again the memory made dizzy his thought, like the perfume of some venomous flower. Yet he had seen the bayadere for an instant only, when passing through Kasi upon his way to China – to the vast empire of souls that thirsted after the refreshment of Buddha’s law, as sun-parched fields thirst for the life-giving rain. When she called him, and dropped her little gift into his mendicant’s bowl, he had indeed lifted his fan before his face, yet not quickly enough; and the penally of that fault had followed him a thousand leagues – pursued after him even into the strange land to which he had come to hear the words of the Universal Teacher. Accursed beauty! surely framed by the Tempter of tempters, by Mara himself, for the perdition of the just! Wisely had Bhagavat warned his disciples: “O ye Cramanas, women are not to be looked upon! And if ye chance to meet women, ye must not suffer your eyes to dwell upon them; but, maintaining holy reserve, speak not to them at all. Then fail not to whisper unto your own hearts, ‘Lo, we are Cramanas, whose duty it is to remain uncontaminated by the corruptions of this world, even as the Lotos, which suffereth no vileness to cling unto its leaves, though it blossom amid the refuse of the wayside ditch.’” Then also came to his memory, but with a new and terrible meaning, the words of the Twentieth-and-Third of the Admonitions:

			“Of all attachments unto objects of desire, the strongest indeed is the attachment to form. Happily, this passion is unique; for were there any other like unto it, then to enter the Perfect Way were impossible.”

			How, indeed, thus haunted by the illusion of form, was he to fulfil the vow that he had made to pass a night and a day in perfect and unbroken meditation? Already the night was beginning! Assuredly, for sickness of the soul, for fever of the spirit, there was no physic save prayer. The sunset was swiftly fading out. He strove to pray:  

			“O the Jewel in the Lotos!

			“Even as the tortoise withdraweth its extremities into its shell, let me, O Blessed One, withdraw my senses wholly into meditation!

			“O the Jewel in the Lotos!

			“For even as rain penetrateth the broken roof of a dwelling long uninhabited, so may passion enter the soul uninhabited by meditation.

			“O the Jewel in the Lotos!

			“Even as still water that hath deposited all its slime, so let my soul, O Tathâgata, be made pure! Give me strong power to rise above the world, O Master, even as the wild bird rises from its marsh to follow the pathway of the Sun!

			“O the Jewel in the Lotos!

			“By day shineth the sun, by night shineth the moon; shineth also the warrior in harness of war; shineth likewise in meditations the Cramana. But the Buddha at all times, by night or by day, shineth ever the same, illuminating the world.

			“O the Jewel in the Lotos!

			“Let me cease, O thou Perfectly Awakened, to remain as an Ape in the World-forest, forever ascending and descending in search of the fruits of folly. Swift as the twining of serpents, vast as the growth of lianas in a forest, are the all-encircling growths of the Plant of Desire.

			“O the Jewel in the Lotos!”

			Vain his prayer, alas! vain also his invocation! The mystic meaning of the holy text – the sense of the Lotos, the sense of the Jewel – had evaporated from the words, and their monotonous utterance now served only to lend more dangerous definition to the memory that tempted and tortured him. O the jewel in her ear! What lotos-bud more dainty than the folded flower of flesh, with its dripping of diamond-fire! Again he saw it, and the curve of the cheek beyond, luscious to look upon as beautiful brown fruit. How true the Two Hundred and Eighty-Fourth verse of the Admonitions! – ”So long as a man shall not have torn from his heart even the smallest rootlet of that liana of desire which draweth his thought toward women, even so long shall his soul remain fettered.” And there came to his mind also the Three Hundred and Forty-Fifth verse of the same blessed book, regarding fetters:

			“In bonds of rope, wise teachers have said, there is no strength; nor in fetters of wood, nor yet in fetters of iron. Much stronger than any of these is the fetter of concern for the jewelled earrings of women.”

			“Omniscient Gotama!” he cried, “all-seeing Tathagata! How multiform the Consolation of Thy Word! how marvellous Thy understanding of the human heart! Was this also one of Thy temptations? – one of the myriad illusions marshalled before Thee by Mara in that night when the earth rocked as a chariot, and the sacred trembling passed from sun to sun, from system to system, from universe to universe, from eternity to eternity?”

			O the jewel in her ear! The vision would not go! Nay, each time it hovered before his thought it seemed to take a warmer life, a fonder look, a fairer form; to develop with his weakness; to gain force from his enervation. He saw the eyes, large, limpid, soft, and black as a deer’s; the pearls in the dark hair, and the pearls in the pink mouth; the lips curling to a kiss, a flower-kiss; and a fragrance seemed to float to his senses, sweet, strange, soporific – a perfume of youth, an odor of woman. Rising to his feet, with strong resolve he pronounced again the sacred invocation; and he recited the holy words of the Chapter of Impermanency:

			“Gazing upon the heavens and upon the earth ye must say, These are not permanent. Gazing upon the mountains and the rivers, ye must say, These are not permanent. Gazing upon the forms and upon the faces of exterior beings, and beholding their growth and their development, ye must say, These are not permanent.”

			And nevertheless! how sweet illusion! The illusion of the great sun; the illusion of the shadow-casting hills; the illusion of waters, formless and multiform; the illusion of – Nay, nay I what impious fancy! Accursed girl! yet, yet! why should he curse her? Had she ever done aught to merit the malediction of an ascetic? Never, never! Only her form, the memory of her, the beautiful phantom of her, the accursed phantom of her! What was she? An illusion creating illusions, a mockery, a dream, a shadow, a vanity, a vexation of spirit! The fault, the sin, was in himself, in his rebellious thought, in his untamed memory. Though mobile as water, intangible as vapor, Thought, nevertheless, may be tamed by the Will, may be harnessed to the chariot of Wisdom – must be! – that happiness be found. And he recited the blessed verses of the “Book of the Way of the Law”: 

			“All forms are only temporary.” When this great truth is fully comprehended by any one, then is he delivered from all pain. This is the Way of Purification.

			“All forms are subject unto pain.” When this great truth is fully comprehended by any one, then is he delivered from all pain. This is the Way of Purification.

			“All forms are without substantial reality.” When this great truth is fully comprehended by any one, then is he delivered from all pain. This is the way of ...

			Her form, too, unsubstantial, unreal, an illusion only, though comeliest of illusions? She had given him alms! Was the merit of the giver illusive also, illusive like the grace of the supple fingers that gave? Assuredly there were mysteries in the Abhidharma impenetrable, incomprehensible!... It was a golden coin, stamped with the symbol of an elephant – not more of an illusion, indeed, than the gifts of Kings to the Buddha! Gold upon her bosom also, less fine than the gold of her skin. Naked between the silken sash and the narrow breast-corslet, her young waist curved glossy and pliant as a bow. Richer the silver in her voice than in the hollow pagals that made a moonlight about her ankles! But her smile! – the little teeth like flower-stamens in the perfumed blossom of her mouth!

			O weakness! O shame! How had the strong Charioteer of Resolve thus lost his control over the wild team of fancy! Was this languor of the Will a signal of coming peril, the peril of slumber? So strangely vivid those fancies were, so brightly definite, as about to take visible form, to move with factitious life, to play some unholy drama upon the stage of dreams! “O Thou Fully Awakened!” he cried aloud, “help now thy humble disciple to obtain the blessed wakefulness of perfect contemplation! let him find force to fulfil his vow! suffer not Mara to prevail against him!” And he recited the eternal verses of the Chapter of Wakefulness:

			“Completely and eternally awake are the disciples of Gotama! Unceasingly, by day and night, their thoughts are fixed upon the Law.

			“Completely and eternally awake are the disciples of Gotama! Unceasingly, by day and night, their thoughts are fixed upon the Community.

			“Completely and eternally awake are the disciples of Gotama! Unceasingly, by day and night, their thoughts are fixed upon the Body.

			“Completely and eternally awake are the disciples of Gotama! Unceasingly, by day and night, their minds know the sweetness of perfect peace.

			“Completely and eternally awake are the disciples of Gotama! Unceasingly, by day and night, their minds enjoy the deep peace of meditation.”

			There came a murmur to his ears; a murmuring of many voices, smothering the utterances of his own, like a tumult of waters. The stars went out before his sight; the heavens darkened their infinities: all things became viewless, became blackness; and the great murmur deepened, like the murmur of a rising tide; and the earth seemed to sink from beneath him. His feet no longer touched the ground; a sense of supernatural buoyancy pervaded every fibre of his body: he felt himself floating in obscurity; then sinking softly, slowly, like a feather dropped from the pinnacle of a temple. Was this death? Nay, for all suddenly, as transported by the Sixth Supernatural Power, he stood again in light – a perfumed, sleepy light, vapory, beautiful – that bathed the marvellous streets of some Indian city. Now the nature of the murmur became manifest to him; for he moved with a mighty throng, a people of pilgrims, a nation of worshippers. But these were not of his faith; they bore upon their foreheads the smeared symbols of obscene gods! Still, he could not escape from their midst; the mile-broad human torrent bore him irresistibly with it, as a leaf is swept by the waters of the Ganges. Rajahs were there with their trains, and princes riding upon elephants, and Brahmins robed in their vestments, and swarms of voluptuous dancing-girls, moving to chant of kabit and damâri. But whither, whither? Out of the city into the sun they passed, between avenues of banyan, down colonnades of palm. But whither, whither?

			Blue-distant, a mountain of carven stone appeared before them – the Temple, lifting to heaven its wilderness of chiselled pinnacles, flinging to the sky the golden spray of its decoration. Higher it grew with approach, the blue tones changed to gray, the outlines sharpened in the light. Then each detail became visible: the elephants of the pedestals standing upon tortoises of rock; the great grim faces of the capitals; the serpents and monsters writhing among the friezes; the many-headed gods of basalt in their galleries of fretted niches, tier above tier; the pictured foulnesses, the painted lusts, the divinities of abomination. And, yawning in the sloping precipice of sculpture, beneath a frenzied swarming of gods and Gopia – a beetling pyramid of limbs and bodies interlocked – the Gate, cavernous and shadowy as the mouth of Siva, devoured the living multitude.

			The eddy of the throng whirled him with it to the vastness of the interior. None seemed to note his yellow robe, none even to observe his presence. Giant aisles intercrossed their heights above him; myriads of mighty pillars, fantastically carven, filed away to invisibility behind the yellow illumination of torch-fires. Strange images, weirdly sensuous, loomed up through haze of incense. Colossal figures, that at a distance assumed the form of elephants or garuda-birds, changed aspect when approached, and revealed as the secret of their design an interplaiting of the bodies of women; while one divinity rode all the monstrous allegories – one divinity or demon, eternally the same in the repetition of the sculptor, universally visible as though self-multiplied. The huge pillars themselves were symbols, figures, carnalities; the orgiastic spirit of that worship lived and writhed in the contorted bronze of the lamps, the twisted gold of the cups, the chiselled marble of the tanks....

			How far had he proceeded? He knew not; the journey among those countless columns, past those armies of petrified gods, down lanes of flickering lights, seemed longer than the voyage of a caravan, longer than his pilgrimage to China! But suddenly, inexplicably, there came a silence as of cemeteries; the living ocean seemed to have ebbed away from about him, to have been engulfed within abysses of subterranean architecture! He found himself alone in some strange crypt before a basin, shell-shaped and shallow, bearing in its centre a rounded column of less than human height, whose smooth and spherical summit was wreathed with flowers. Lamps similarly formed, and fed with oil of palm, hung above it. There was no other graven image, no visible divinity. Flowers of countless varieties lay heaped upon the pavement; they covered its surface like a carpet, thick, soft; they exhaled their ghosts beneath his feet. The perfume seemed to penetrate his brain – a perfume sensuous, intoxicating, unholy; an unconquerable languor mastered his will, and he sank to rest upon the floral offerings.

			The sound of a tread, light as a whisper, approached through the heavy stillness, with a drowsy tinkling of pagals, a tintinnabulation of anklets. All suddenly he felt glide about his neck the tepid smoothness of a woman’s arm. She, she! his Illusion, his Temptation; but how transformed, transfigured! – preternatural in her loveliness, incomprehensible in her charm! Delicate as a jasmine-petal the cheek that touched his own; deep as night, sweet as summer, the eyes that watched him. “Heart’s-thief,” her flower-lips whispered, ”heart’s-thief, how have I sought for thee! How have I found thee! Sweets I bring thee, my beloved; lips and bosom; fruit and blossom. Hast thirst? Drink from the well of mine eyes! Wouldst sacrifice? I am thine altar! Wouldst pray? I am thy God!”

			Their lips touched; her kiss seemed to change the cells of his blood to flame. For a moment Illusion triumphed; Mara prevailed!... With a shock of resolve the dreamer awoke in the night – under the stars of the Chinese sky.

			Only a mockery of sleep! But the vow had been violated, the sacred purpose unfulfilled! Humiliated, penitent, but resolved, the ascetic drew from his girdle a keen knife, and with unfaltering hands severed his eyelids from his eyes, and flung them from him. “O Thou Perfectly Awakened!” he prayed, “thy disciple hath not been overcome save through the feebleness of the body; and his vow hath been renewed. Here shall he linger, without food or drink, until the moment of its fulfilment.” And having assumed the hieratic posture – seated himself with his lower limbs folded beneath him, and the palms of his hands upward, the right upon the left, the left resting upon the sole of his upturned foot – he resumed his meditation.

			* * *

			Dawn blushed; day brightened. The sun shortened all the shadows of the land, and lengthened them again, and sank at last upon his funeral pyre of crimson-burning cloud. Night came and glittered and passed. But Mara had tempted in vain. This time the vow had been fulfilled, the holy purpose accomplished.

			And again the sun arose to fill the World with laughter of light; flowers opened their hearts to him; birds sang their morning hymn of fire worship; the deep forest trembled with delight; and far upon the plain, the eaves of many-storied temples and the peaked caps of the city-towers caught aureate glory. Strong in the holiness of his accomplished vow, the Indian pilgrim arose in the morning glow. He started for amazement as he lifted his hands to his eyes. What! was everything a dream? Impossible! Yet now his eyes felt no pain; neither were they lidless; not even so much as one of their lashes was lacking. What marvel had been wrought? In vain he looked for the severed lids that he had flung upon the ground; they had mysteriously vanished. But lo! there where he had cast them two wondrous shrubs were growing, with dainty leaflets eyelid-shaped, and snowy buds just opening to the East.

			Then, by virtue of the supernatural power acquired in that mighty meditation, it was given the holy missionary to know the secret of that newly created plant – the subtle virtue of its leaves. And he named it, in the language of the nation to whom he brought the Lotos of the Good Law, “TE”; and he spake to it, saying:

			“Blessed be thou, sweet plant, beneficent, life-giving, formed by the spirit of virtuous resolve! Lo! the fame of thee shall yet spread unto the ends of the earth; and the perfume of thy life be borne unto the uttermost parts by all the winds of heaven! Verily, for all time to come men who drink of thy sap shall find such refreshment that weariness may not overcome them nor languor seize upon them; – neither shall they know the confusion of drowsiness, nor any desire for slumber in the hour of duty or of prayer. Blessed be thou!”

			* * *

			And still, as a mist of incense, as a smoke of universal sacrifice, perpetually ascends to heaven from all the lands of earth the pleasant vapor of TE, created for the refreshment of mankind by the power of a holy vow, the virtue of a pious atonement.
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			Tales of the Five Emperors[image: ]

			Introduction

			After Nu Wa had peopled the earth, several of the heavenly gods began to take a greater interest in the world below them. The five most powerful of these gods descended to earth in due course and each was assigned various territories of the new world.

			The Yellow Emperor (Huang Ti), the most important of the five sovereigns, is a part-mythical, part-historical figure who is reputed to have founded the Chinese nation around 4000 bc. During his ‘historical’ reign he is said to have developed a number of important astronomical instruments and mathematical theories, as well as introducing the first calendar to his people and a system for telling the time. He is always depicted as a figure who takes particular pride in humanity and one who consistently reveals a great love of nature and of peaceful existence.

			Yet in order to achieve peace, the Yellow Emperor is forced, at one time or another, to battle against the other four gods. These include the Fiery or Red Emperor (Chih Ti), who is the Yellow Emperor’s half-brother by the same mother, the White Emperor (Shao Hao), the Black Emperor (Zhuan Xu), and the Green Emperor (Tai Hou). The Yellow Emperor is victorious over all of these gods and he divides up the earth into four equal regions. The Red Emperor is placed in charge of the south, the White Emperor is in charge of the west, the Black Emperor rules the north, while the Green Emperor rules the east.
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			The Yellow Emperor’s Earthly Kingdom
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			After he had grown for twenty-five months in his mother’s womb, the infant God Huang Ti was safely delivered at last, bringing great joy to his celestial father, the God of Thunder. As soon as he appeared, Huang Ti had the gift of speech, and in each of his four faces the determination and energy of a born leader shone brightly for all to see. By the time the young God had grown to manhood, he alone among other deities had befriended every known spirit-bird, and a great many phoenixes travelled from afar simply to nest in his garden, or to perch themselves on the palace roof and terraces to serenade him with the sweetest of melodies.

			When the five most powerful Gods decided to explore the earth, it was already in the minds of each that one among them should be assigned absolute and supreme control over the others. But the God of Fire, who was later known as the Red Emperor, was reluctant to share power with anyone, especially with his half-brother Huang Ti who seemed to be everyone else’s natural choice. So when the time of the election came, the Red Emperor launched a vicious attack on the Yellow Emperor, instigating one of the fiercest battles the earth had ever witnessed. It was fought on the field of Banquan where the allies of Huang Ti, including wolves, leopards, bears and huge birds of prey, gathered together and rushed at the Red Emperor’s troops until every last one of them lay slain.

			Once this great battle was over and the Yellow Emperor had been acknowledged by all as supreme ruler, he set about building for himself a divine palace at the top of Mount Kunlun, which reached almost to the clouds. The magnificent royal residence, consisting of no less than five cities and twelve towers surrounded by solid walls of priceless jade, was flanked by nine fire-mountains which burnt day and night casting their warm red glow on the palace walls.

			The front entrance faced eastwards and was guarded by the Kaiming, the loyal protector of the Gods, who had nine heads with human faces and the body of a giant panther. The exquisite gardens of the royal palace, where the Emperor’s precious pearl trees and jade trees blossomed all year round, were protected by the three-headed God Li Zhu who sat underneath the branches never once allowing his three heads to sleep at the same time. This God was also guardian of the dan trees which bore five different exotic fruits once every five years, to be eaten exclusively by the Emperor himself.

			From the largest garden, which was known as the Hanging Garden, a smooth path wound its way upwards to the heavens so that many of the most prestigious Gods and the rarest divine beasts chose to make the Emperor’s wondrous kingdom their home, content that they had discovered earthly pleasures equal to their heavenly experience. And it was here, in this garden, that the supreme ruler particularly loved to sit each evening, taking time to admire his newly discovered world just as the setting sun bathed it in a gentle golden light. As he looked below him, he saw the reviving spring of Yaoshui flowing jubilantly into the crystal-clear waters of the Yaochi Lake. To the west he saw the great Emerald trees swaying delicately in the breeze, shedding a carpet of jewels on the earth beneath them. When he looked northwards his eyes were fixed upon the towering outline of Mount Zhupi where eagles and hawks soared merrily before their rest. The Yellow Emperor saw that all of this was good and knew that he would spend many happy years taking care of the earth.
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			The Fiery Emperor and the First Grain
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			The Fiery Emperor, who ruled as God of the south, had the head of an ox and the body of a human being. He was also known as the God of the Sun and although in the past he had led his people in a disastrous rebellion against the Yellow Emperor, he was still much loved by his subjects and they held him in the highest esteem. The Fiery Emperor taught mankind how to control and make constructive use of fire through the art of forging, purifying and welding metals so that eventually his subjects were able to use it for cooking, lighting and for making domestic tools and hunting weapons. In those early times, the forests were filled with venomous reptiles and savage wild animals and the Fiery Emperor ordered his people to set fire to the undergrowth to drive away these dangerous and harmful creatures. He was also the first to teach them how to plant grain, together with a whole variety of medicinal herbs that could cure any ailment which might trouble them.

			It was said that when the Fiery Emperor first appeared on earth he very wisely observed that there was not enough fruit on the trees, or vegetables in the ground to satisfy the appetite of his people. Knowing that mankind was forced to eat the flesh of other living creatures, the Emperor became unhappy and quickly set about instructing his subjects in the use of the plough and other tools of the land until they learned how to cultivate the soil around them. And when he saw that the soil was ready, the Emperor called for his people to pray aloud for a new and abundant food to rise up before them out of the ground.

			As the people raised their faces to the heavens, a red bird carrying nine seedlings in its beak suddenly appeared through the clouds. As it swooped to the ground it began to scatter grains on to the upturned soil. After it had done this, the Fiery Emperor commanded the sun to warm the earth and from the seeds emerged five young cereal plants which began to multiply rapidly until a vast area of land was covered with luscious vegetation.

			The fruits of these plants were harvested at the close of day to fill eight hundred wicker baskets. Then the Fiery Emperor showed his people how to set up market stalls and explained to them how to keep time according to the sun in order that they might barter among themselves in the future for whatever food they lacked. But even after having provided all of this, the Fiery Emperor was still not satisfied with his work. And so, taking his divine whip, he began to lash a number of the plants, which caused them to be endowed with healing properties, and he set them aside to be used by mankind whenever disease struck. The people, overjoyed that they were so well cared for, decided that the Fiery Emperor should henceforth go by the name of the Divine Peasant and they built in his honour a giant cauldron for boiling herbs and carried it to the summit of the Shenfu Mountains where it stands to this day.
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			The Bird and the Sea

			[image: ]

			The Fiery Emperor had three daughters whom he loved and cared for very much, but it was his youngest daughter who had always occupied a special place in his heart. She was named Nu Wa, after the great Goddess who created mankind, and like her sisters she possessed a cheerful disposition and a powerful spirit of adventure.

			One day Nu Wa went out in search of some amusement and seeing a little boat moored in the tiny harbour at a short distance from the palace gates, she went towards it, untied it and jumped aboard, allowing it to carry her out over the waves of the Eastern Sea. The young girl smiled happily to see the sun sparkle on the water and the graceful gulls circling overhead, but became so preoccupied in her joy that she failed to notice she had drifted out of sight, further and further towards the centre of the ocean. Suddenly, the wind picked up speed and the waves began to crash violently against the side of the boat. There was nothing Nu Wa could do to prevent herself being tossed overboard into the foaming spray and even though she struggled with every ounce of strength to save herself, she eventually lost the fight and was sadly drowned.

			Just at that time, a small jingwei bird happened to approach the place where Nu Wa had fallen. And at that moment, her spirit, resentful of the fact that life had been cut short so unfairly, rose up in anger and entered the creature. Nu Wa now lived on in the form of a bird with a speckled head, white beak and red claws, and all day long she circled the skies angrily, vowing to take revenge on the sea which had deprived her of her life and left her father grieving for his beloved child.

			It was not long before she conceived of a plan to fill up the sea with anything she could find, hoping that in time there would no longer be any room left for people to drown in it. So every day the little bird flew back and forth from the land out over the Eastern ocean until she grew weary with exhaustion. In her beak she carried pebbles, twigs, feathers and leaves which she dropped into the water below. But this was no easy task, and the sea laughed and jeered at the sight of the tiny bird labouring so strenuously:

			“How do you imagine you will ever complete your work,” hissed the waves mockingly. “Never in a million years will you be able to fill up the sea with twigs and stones, so why not amuse yourself somewhere else.”

			But the little jingwei would not be deterred: “If it takes me a hundred times a million years, I will not stop what I am doing. I will carry on filling you up until the end of the world, if necessary.”

			And although the sea continued to laugh even more loudly over the years, the jingwei never ceased to drop into the ocean whatever she managed to collect. Later, after she had found herself a mate and they had produced children together, a flock of jingwei birds circled above the water, helping to fill up the sea. And they continue to do so to this day in China, where their persistent courage and strength have won the admiration and applause of each and every Chinese citizen.
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			Tai Hou, the Green Emperor
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			Even in the world of deities, the birth of the Green Emperor, God of the East, was judged quite an extraordinary affair. The story handed down among the other Gods was that the Emperor’s mother, a beautiful young mortal named Hua Xu, lived originally in the ancient kingdom of Huaxushi, a place so remote and inaccessible, that many people had begun to question its very existence. Those who believed in this land, however, knew that its inhabitants possessed unique powers and gifts and often they were referred to as partial-Gods. They could move underwater as freely as they did above the earth, for example, and it was said that they could pass through fire without suffering any injury to the flesh. They walked through the air as easily as they walked on the ground and could see through the clouds as clearly as they could through glass.

			One day the young girl Hua Xu was out walking across the northern plain of Leize, a name which means ‘marshes of thunder’, when she happened upon a gigantic footprint in the earth. She had never before encountered an imprint of its size and stooped to the ground to inspect it more closely. Imagining that a strange and wonderful being must have passed through the marshes, she grew very excited and found that she could not suppress the urge to compare the size of the footprint with her own. Slowly and carefully, Hua Xu placed her tiny foot in the enormous hollow and as she did so a strange vibration travelled up from the ground through the entire length of her body.

			Shortly afterwards, the young girl found that she was pregnant and she was more than happy to be carrying a child, for there was no doubt in her mind that the Gods had intervened on that strange day to bring about her condition. After nine months Hua Xu gave birth to a son who bore the face of a man and the body of a snake. The elders of the people of Huanxushi advised that he should be named Tai Hou, a name fit for a supreme being they were convinced had been fathered by the God of Thunder.
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			Shao Hao, Son of the Morning Star
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			The Emperor of the West, Shao Hao, was also said to have come into being as the result of a strange and wonderful union. His mother, who was considered to be one of the most beautiful females in the firmament, worked as a weaver-girl in the Palace of Heaven. And it was always the case that after she had sat weaving the whole day, she preferred nothing better than to cruise through the Milky Way in a raft of silver that had been specially built for her use. On these occasions, she would pause for rest underneath the old mulberry tree which reached more than ten thousand feet into the skies. The branches of this tree were covered in huge clusters of shining berries, hidden from the naked eye by delicately spiced, scarlet-coloured leaves. It was a well-known fact that whoever ate the fruit of this tree would immediately receive the gift of immortality and many had journeyed to the centre of the Milky Way with this purpose in mind.

			At that time, a very handsome young star-God named Morning Star, who was also known as Prince of the White Emperor, regularly took it upon himself to watch over these berries. Often he came and sat under the Mulberry Tree where he played his stringed instrument and sang the most enchanting songs. One evening, however, Morning Star was surprised to find his usual place occupied by a strange and beautiful maiden. Timidly, he approached her, but there was hardly any need for such caution, for as the maiden raised her head, their eyes met and the two fell in love almost instantly.

			The maiden invited the young God aboard her raft and together they floated off into the night sky, along the silver river of the Milky Way down towards the earth and the waves of the sea. And as Morning Star played his magical music, the maiden carved a turtledove from a precious piece of white jade and set it on the top of the mast where it stood as a joint symbol of their mutual love and their deep desire to be guided by each other through the various storms of life. The lovers drifted together over the earth’s ocean as their immortal music echoed through the air. And from this joyful union a son was born whom the happy couple named Shao Hao, and it was the child’s great destiny to become White Emperor of the western realms and to rule wisely over his people.
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			Zhuan Xu, Emperor of the North
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			The Yellow Emperor and his wife once had a son called Chang Yi who turned out to be a very disappointing and disobedient child. One day, Chang Yi committed a crime so terrible, even his own father could not bring himself to discuss it, and immediately banished his son to a remote corner of the world where he hoped he would never again set eyes on him. After a time, Chang Yi had a son of his own, a very foolish-looking creature it was said, with a long, thin neck, round, beady eyes, and a pig’s snout where his mouth should have been. By some form of miracle, Chang Yi’s son also managed to find a mate and eventually married a strong and wholesome woman named Ah Nu. From this marriage, the Yellow Emperor’s great grandson, Zhuan Xu, was produced, a God who managed to redeem the family name and who, after a careful trial period, was appointed ruler of the earth’s northern territories.

			Following the Yellow Emperor’s great battle against Chiyou, he began to look around for a successor, for he had grown extremely weary of the rebellion and discontent he had experienced during his long reign. His great-grandson had proven himself a faithful servant and everyone now agreed that Zhuan Xu should be the next God to ascend the divine throne.

			Chiyou had brought widespread destruction and suffering to the earth which led Zhuan Xu to believe that the alliance between mortals and immortals must be dissolved to prevent an even greater disaster in the future. And so he set about the task of separating the people from the Gods and turned his attention first of all to the giant ladder which ran between heaven and earth. For in those days, it was not unusual for people to ascend the ladder to consult with the Gods when they were in trouble, and the Gods, in turn, often made regular visits to the earth’s surface. Chiyou had made such a visit when he secretly plotted with the Maio tribe in the south to put an end to the Yellow Emperor’s sovereignty. The bloodshed which followed would never again be tolerated by Zhaun Xu and he enlisted the aid of two Gods in his destruction of the ladder.

			With their help, the world became an orderly place once more. The God Chong was assigned control of the heavens and his task was to ensure that immortals no longer descended to earth. The God Li, together with his son Yi, were put in charge of the earth. Yi had the face of a human but his feet grew out of his head to form a fan-shaped bridge to the heavens behind which the sun and the stars set each evening. Zhaun Xu supervised the work of the other Gods and took it upon himself to re-introduce discipline to a race which had become untamed. It was said that he banished all cruel instruments of war and taught mankind respect for his own kind once again. He forbade women to stand in the path of men and severely punished a sister and brother who lived together as husband and wife.

			By the time Zhuan Xu died, the world was a much more peaceful place and on the day he passed away it was said that the elements rose up in a great lament. Jagged lightning lit up the skies and thunder clouds collided furiously with each other. The north wind howled fiercely and the underground streams burst to the surface in torrents of grief. Legend has it that Zhuan Xu was swept away by the water and his upper-half transformed into a fish so that he might remain on the earth in another form, ever watchful of mankind’s progress.
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			Chiyou Challenges the Yellow Emperor
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			Chiyou was a ferocious and ambitious God who had begun life as an aide and companion to the young deity, Huang Ti, in the days before he had risen to become Yellow Emperor on earth. During this time, the two had become firm friends and close confidants, but as soon as Huang Ti ascended the throne, this favourable relationship came to an abrupt end. For Chiyou could not bear to see his friend achieve the success he secretly longed for, and it became his obsession to find a way to reverse this situation and take the throne for himself.

			Chiyou was the eldest of seventy-two brothers, all of them huge and powerful in stature. They each spoke the language of humans, but their bodies below the neckline were those of animals with cloven feet. Their heads were made of iron and their hideous copper faces contained four repulsive eyeballs protruding from mottled foreheads. These brothers ate all kinds of food, but they particularly liked to eat stones and chunks of metal, and their special skill was the manufacture of battle weapons, including sharp lances, spears, axes, shields and strong bows.

			Now Chiyou had become convinced that he could easily overthrow the Yellow Emperor and so, gathering together his brothers and other minor Gods who were discontented with the Emperor’s reign, he made an arrogant and boisterous descent to earth. First of all, however, he decided to establish a reputation for himself as a great warrior and immediately led a surprise attack on the ageing Fiery Emperor, knowing that he would seize power without a great deal of effort. The Fiery Emperor, who had witnessed his fair share of war, had no desire to lead his people into a climate of further suffering and torment, and soon fled from his home, leaving the way open for Chiyou to take control of the south. Shortly after this event, one of the largest barbarian tribes known as the Miao, who had been severely punished for their misdemeanours under the Fiery Emperor’s authority, decided to take their revenge against the ruling monarchy and enthusiastically joined ranks of Chiyou and his brothers.

			It was not long before the Yellow Emperor received word of the disturbances in the south, and hearing that it was his old friend who led the armies to rebellion, he at first tried to reason with him. But Chiyou refused to listen and insisted on war as the only path forward. The Yellow Emperor found that he had little choice but to lead his great army of Gods, ghosts, bears, leopards and tigers to the chosen battlefield of Zhuolu and here the terrible war began in earnest.

			It was in Chiyou’s nature to stop at nothing to secure victory against his opponent. Every subtle trick and sudden manoeuvre, no matter how underhanded, met with his approval and he had no hesitation in using his magic powers against the enemy. When he observed that his army had not made the progress he desired, he grew impatient and conjured up a thick fog which surrounded the Yellow Emperor and his men. The dense blanket of cloud swirled around them, completely obscuring their vision and they began to stab blindly with their weapons at the thin air. Then suddenly, the wild animals who made up a large part of the Emperor’s forces started to panic and to flee in every direction straight into the arms of the enemy. The Yellow Emperor looked on desperately and, realizing that he was helpless to dispel the fog himself, he turned to his ministers and pleaded for help.

			Fortunately, a little God named Feng Hou was among the Emperor’s men, a deity renowned for his intelligence and inventiveness. And true to his reputation, Feng Hou began to puzzle a solution to the problem and within minutes he was able to offer a suggestion.

			“I cannot banish from my mind an image of the Plough which appears in our skies at night-time and always points in the same direction,” he informed the Emperor. “Now if only I could design something similar, we would be able to pinpoint our direction no matter which way we were forced to move through the mist.”

			And so Feng Hou set to work at once, using his magic powers to assist him, and within a very short time he had constructed a device, rather like a compass, which continued to point southwards, regardless of its position. And with this incredible new instrument, the Yellow Emperor finally managed to make his way out of the fog, through to the clear skies once more.

			But the battle was far from over, and the Emperor began to plan his revenge for the humiliation Chiyou had brought upon his men. At once, he summoned another of his Gods before him, a dragon-shaped deity named Ying Long, who possessed the ability to make rain at will, and commanded him to produce a great flood that would overwhelm the enemy. But Chiyou had already anticipated that the Yellow Emperor would not gladly suffer his defeat, and before the dragon had even begun to prepare himself for the task ahead, Chiyou had called upon the Master of Wind and the Master of Rain who together brought heavy rains and howling winds upon the Yellow Emperor’s army, leaving them close to defeat once more.

			As a last desperate measure, the Emperor introduced one of his own daughters into the battlefield. Ba was not a beautiful Goddess, but she had the power to generate tremendous heat in her body, enough heat to dry up the rain which now threatened to overcome her father’s legions. So Ba stood among them and before long, the rains had evaporated from the earth and the sun began to shine brilliantly through the clouds. Its bright rays dazzled Chiyou’s men which enabled Ying Long to charge forward unnoticed, and as he did so, hundreds of enemy bodies were crushed beneath his giant feet, lying scattered behind him on the plains.

			And seeing this result, the Yellow Emperor managed to recover some of his dignity and pride, but his army lay exhausted and the morale of his men was very low. He was worried also that they would not be able to withstand another onslaught, for although Chiyou had retreated, the Emperor was certain he would soon return with reinforcements. He knew that he must quickly find something to lift the spirits of his men, and after much thought it suddenly came to him. What he needed most was to fill their ears with the sound of a victory drum, a drum which would resound with more power and volume than anyone had ever before imagined possible.

			“With such a drum, I would bring fear to the enemy and hope to my own men,” the Emperor thought to himself. “Two of my finest warriors must go out on my behalf and fetch a very special skin needed to produce this instrument.”

			And having decided that the great beast from the Liubo Mountain possessed the only skin which would suffice, the Yellow Emperor dispatched two of his messengers to kill the strange creature. It resembled an ox without horns, he told them, and they would find it floating on the waves of the Eastern Sea. Sometimes the beast was known to open its mouth to spit out great tongues of lightning, and its roar, it was said, was worse than that of any wild cat of the forests.

			But in spite of the creature’s terrifying description, the Emperor’s men found the courage to capture and skin it without coming to any great harm. After they had done so, they carried the hide back to the battlefield where it was stretched over an enormous bamboo frame to create an impressively large drum. At first, the Yellow Emperor was satisfied with the result, but when his men began to beat upon it with their hands, he decided that the sound was not loud enough to please him. So again, he sent two of his finest warriors on an expedition, and this time they went in search of the God of Thunder, Lei Shen. They found the God sleeping peacefully and crept up on him to remove both his thigh bones as the Emperor had commanded them to do. With these thigh bones a suitable pair of drumsticks was made and handed over to the principal drummer who stood awaiting his signal to beat on the giant instrument.

			At last, the drum was struck nine times, releasing a noise louder than the fiercest thunder into the air. Chiyou’s men stood paralysed with terror and fear as all around them the earth began to quake and the mountains to tremble. But this was the opportunity the Yellow Emperor’s men had waited for and they rushed forward with furious energy, killing as many of Chiyou’s brothers and the Miao warriors as they could lay their hands on. And when the battlefield was stained with blood and the casualties were too heavy for Chiyou to bear much longer, he called for his remaining men to withdraw from the fighting.

			Refusing to surrender to the Yellow Emperor, the defeated leader fled to the north of the country to seek the help of a group of giants who took particular delight in warfare. These giants were from a tribe known as the Kua Fu and with their help Chiyou revived the strength of his army and prepared himself for the next attack.
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			The Yellow Emperor Returns to the Heavens
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			Chiyou had spent three days and three nights after his defeat at the battle of Zhuolu in the kingdom of the Kua Fu giants gathering rebel forces for his ongoing war against the Yellow Emperor. Both sides, it seemed, were now evenly matched once more and Chiyou relished the thought of a return to battle. But the Yellow Emperor saw that a renewal of conflict would only result in more loss of life and he was deeply disturbed and saddened by the prospect.

			On the day before the second great battle was due to commence, the Emperor was sitting deep in thought in his favourite garden at the palace of Mount Kunlun when a strange Goddess suddenly appeared before him. She told him she was the Goddess of the Ninth Heaven and that she had been sent to help him in his plight.

			“I fear for the lives of my men,” the Yellow Emperor told her, “and I long for some new battle plan that will put an end to all this bloodshed.”

			So the Goddess sat down on the soft grass and began to reveal to him a number of new strategies conceived by the highest, most powerful Gods of the heavens. And having reassured the Emperor that his trouble would soon be at an end, she presented him with a shining new sword furnished of red copper that had been mined in the sacred Kunwu Mountains.

			“Treat this weapon with respect,” she told him as she disappeared back into the clouds, “and its magic powers will never fail you.”

			The next morning, the Emperor returned to the battlefield armed with his new strategies and the sacred weapon the Goddess had given him. And in battle after battle, he managed to overcome Chiyou’s forces until at last they were all defeated and Chiyou himself was captured alive. The evil God was dragged in manacles and chains before the Yellow Emperor, but he showed no sign of remorse for the anguish he had caused and the destruction he had brought to the earth. The Yellow Emperor shook his head sadly, knowing that he now had little option but to order his prisoner’s execution. The death sentence was duly announced, but Chiyou struggled so fiercely that the shackles around his ankles and wrists were stained crimson with blood.

			When it was certain that he lay dead, Chiyou’s manacles were cast into the wilderness where it is said they were transformed into a forest of maple trees whose leaves never failed to turn bright red each year, stained with the blood and anger of the fallen God.

			And now that relative peace had been restored to the world once more, the Yellow Emperor spent his remaining time on earth re-building the environment around him. He taught the people how to construct houses for themselves where they could shelter from the rains; he brought them the gift of music and he also introduced them to the skill of writing. Mankind wanted to believe that the Yellow Emperor would always be with them on earth, but soon a divine dragon appeared in the skies, beckoning him back to the heavens. The time had arrived for the Yellow Emperor to answer this call and to acknowledge an end to the long reign of the Gods on earth. And so in the company of his fifty officials and all the other willing immortals whose stay had also run its course, he climbed on to the dragon’s back and was carried up into the sky back to the heavens to take up his position again as crowned head of the celestial realms.
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			Giants in Early Chinese Legend
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			Introduction

			In Chinese mythology, the earthly home, or ‘Place of the Giant People’, was said to have been in the region of the east sea, close to the Dayan Mountains. On top of Bogu Mountain lived the descendants of the dragons, giants who grew in the womb for thirty-six years before emerging fully matured and usually covered in long black hair. They could be up to fifty feet in height, with footprints six feet in length. Like their winged ancestors, they could fly before walking, and some lived as long as eighteen thousand years.
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			Xing Tian, the Headless Giant
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			Once there was a giant named Xing Tian who was full of ambition and great plans for his future. At one time, he had been an official of the Fiery Emperor, but when Chiyou had conquered the region, he had quickly switched loyalties and offered his services to the new, corrupt usurper of the south. It greatly disturbed the giant to hear reports of the bloody deaths of Chiyou’s men at the hands of the Yellow Emperor and he wanted nothing less than to meet the Emperor face to face and challenge him to single combat until one of them lay dead.

			So Xing Tian took up his axe and his shield and set off for the divine palace at the top of Mount Kunlun, seething with anger and rage as he thundered along. But the Yellow Emperor had received word of the giant’s approach and seized his most precious sword ready to meet him head on. For days the two battled furiously, lashing out savagely with their weapons as they fought into the clouds and down the side of the mountain. They fought along all the great mountain ranges of northern China until eventually they reached the place known as the Long Sheep range in the north-east.

			And it was here that the Yellow Emperor caught the giant off-guard and, raising his sword high into the air just at the level of the giant’s shoulder, he slashed sideways with his blade until he had sliced off Xing Tian’s head. A terrifying scream escaped the gaping, bloody mouth of the giant as his head began to topple forward, crashing with a loud thud to the ground and rolling down the hill like a massive boulder.

			The giant stood frozen in absolute horror, and then he began feeling desperately with his hands around the hole above his shoulders where his head ought to have been. Soon panic had taken control of him and he thrashed about wildly with his weapon, carving up trees and tossing huge rocks into the air until the valleys began to shake and the sky began to cloud over with dust from the debris.

			Seeing the giant’s great fury, the Yellow Emperor grew fearful that Xing Tian might actually find his head and put it back on his shoulders again. So he swiftly drew his sword and sliced open the mountain underneath which the head had finally come to rest. Then he kicked the head into the chasm and sealed up the gap once more.

			For ten thousand years afterwards the giant roamed the mountainside searching for his head. But in all that time he never found what he was looking for although he remained defiant that he would one day face the Yellow Emperor again. Some people say that the giant grew to be very resourceful, and to help him in his long search he used his two breasts for eyes and his navel for a mouth.
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			Kua Fu Chases the Sun
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			The underworld of the north where the most ferocious giants had lived since the dawn of time was centred around a wild range of black mountains. And underneath the tallest of these mountains the giant Kua Fu, gatekeeper of the dark city, had built for himself a home. Kua Fu was an enormous creature with three eyeballs and a snake hanging from each ear, yet in spite of his intimidating appearance he was said to be a fairly good-natured giant, though not the most intelligent of his race.

			Kua Fu took great pleasure in everything to do with the sun. He loved to feel its warm rays on his great body, and nothing delighted him more than to watch the golden orb rise from its bed in the east each morning. He was never too keen, however, to witness it disappear below the horizon in the evenings and longed for the day when the sun would not have to sleep at night.

			And as he sat watching the sun descend in the sky one particular evening, Kua Fu began thinking to himself:

			“Surely I can do something to rid the world of this depressing darkness. Perhaps I could follow the sun and find out where it hides itself at night. Or better still, I could use my great height to catch it just as it begins to slide towards the west and fix it firmly in the centre of the sky so that it never disappears again.”

			So the following morning, Kua Fu set off in pursuit of the sun, stepping over mountains and rivers with his very long legs, all the time reaching upwards, attempting to grab hold of the shining sphere above him. Before long, however, evening had approached, and the sun began to glow a warm red, bathing the giant in a soothing, relaxing heat. Puffing and panting with exhaustion, Kua Fu stretched his huge frame to its full length in a last great effort to seize his prize. But as he did so, he was overcome by an unbearable thirst, the like of which he had never experienced before. He raced at once to a nearby stream and drank its entire contents down in one mouthful. Still his thirst had not been quenched, so he proceeded to the Weishui River and again gulped down the water until the river ran dry. But now he was even more thirsty and he felt as if he had only swallowed a single drop.

			He began to chase all over the earth, pausing at every stream and lake, seeking to drown the fiery heat that raged within his body. Nothing seemed to have any effect on him, though he had by now covered a distance of eight thousand miles, draining the waters from every possible source he encountered. There was, however, one place that he had not yet visited where surely he would find enough water to satisfy him. That place was the great lake in the province of Henan where it was said the clearest, purest water flowed from the mountain streams into the lake’s great cavern.

			The giant summoned all his remaining strength and plodded along heavily in the direction of this last water hole. But he had only travelled a short distance before he collapsed to the ground, weak with thirst and exhaustion. The last golden rays of the sun curved towards his outstretched body, softening the creases on his weary forehead, and melting away his suffering. Kua Fu’s eyelids began to droop freely and a smile spread its way across his face as he fell into a deep, deep, eternal sleep.

			At dawn on the following morning, the sun rose as usual in the east, but the sleeping figure of the giant was no longer anywhere to be seen. In its place a great mountain had risen up towards the sky. And on the western side of the mountain a thick grove of trees had sprung up overnight. These trees were laden with the ripest, most succulent peaches whose sweet juices had the power to quench the most raging thirst of any passer-by. Many believe that the giant’s body formed this beautiful site and that is why it is still named Kua Fu Mountain in his honour.
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			Myths of the Yin Nation
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			Introduction

			The stories of this chapter centre on the adventures of some of the most popular heroes of the ancient Yin nation, from Dijun and Xihe, to Yi, the indomitable archer; from Yao, the wise and benevolent Emperor, to Yu, the saviour of the human race. The welfare of the people is the dominant concern of Yao’s reign, and the struggle to maintain order on earth when it is threatened by the hasty intervention of angry gods, or the foolish behaviour of lesser deities, is a recurring theme in these tales.

			As with the earlier stories, many of the figures presented here are reputed to be genuinely historical. More often than not, however, characters are endowed with superhuman strength and magical skills, typical of the Chinese mythological tradition of blending fact and fiction, myth and history. Yu, for example, who succeeds Yao to the throne after the brief reign of Emperor Shun (2205–2197 bc) is an outstanding legendary hero, who first appears in the shape of a giant dragon and controls the great floodwaters on earth. He is at the same time, however, the historical founder of the Xia Dynasty, a powerful leader of the Chinese nation, ultimately responsible for the division of China into nine provinces.
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			The Ten Suns of Dijun and Xihe
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			The God of the East, Dijun, had married the Goddess of the Sun, Xihe, and they lived together on the far eastern side of the world just at the edge of the great Eastern Ocean. Shortly after their marriage, the Goddess gave birth to ten suns, each of them a fiery, energetic, golden globe, and she placed the children lovingly in the giant Fusang tree close to the sea where they could frolic and bathe whenever they became overheated.

			Each morning before breakfast, the suns took it in turns to spring from the enormous tree into the ocean below in preparation for their mother’s visit when one of them would be lifted into her chariot and driven across the sky to bring light and warmth to the world. Usually the two remained together all day until they had travelled as far as the western abyss known as the Yuyuan. Then, when her sun had grown weary and the light had begun to fade from his body, Xihe returned him to the Fusang tree where he slept the night peacefully with his nine brothers. On the following morning, the Goddess would collect another of her suns, sit him beside her in her chariot, and follow exactly the same route across the sky. In this way, the earth was evenly and regularly heated, crops grew tall and healthy, and the people rarely suffered from the cold.

			But one night, the ten suns began to complain among themselves that they had not yet been allowed to spend an entire day playing together without at least one of them being absent. And realizing how unhappy this situation made them feel, they decided to rebel against their mother and to break free of the tedious routine she insisted they follow. So the next morning, before the Goddess had arrived, all ten of them leapt into the skies at once, dancing joyfully above the earth, intent on making the most of their forbidden freedom. They were more than pleased to see the great dazzling light they were able to generate as they shone together, and made a solemn vow that they would never again allow themselves to become separated during the daytime.

			The ten suns had not once paused to consider the disastrous consequences of their rebellion on the world below. For with ten powerful beams directed at the earth, crops began to wilt, rivers began to dry up, food became scarce and people began to suffer burns and wretched hunger pangs. They prayed for rains to drive away the suns, but none appeared. They called upon the great sorceress Nu Chou to perform her acts of magic, but her spells had no effect. They hid beneath the great trees of the forests for shade, but these were stripped of leaves and offered little or no protection. And now great hungry beasts of prey and dreaded monsters emerged from the wilderness and began to devour the human beings they encountered, unable to satisfy their huge appetites any longer. The destruction spread to every corner of the earth and the people were utterly miserable and filled with despair. They turned to their Emperor for help, knowing he was at a loss to know what to do, but he was their only hope, and they prayed that he would soon be visited by the God of Wisdom.
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			Yi, the Archer, is Summoned
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			Tijun and Xihe were horrified to see the effect their unruly children were having upon the earth and pleaded with them to return to their home in the Fusang tree. But in spite of their entreaties, the ten suns continued on as before, adamant that they would not return to their former lifestyle. Emperor Yao now grew very impatient, and summoning Dijun to appear before him, he demanded that the God teach his suns to behave. Dijun heard the Emperor’s plea but still he could not bring himself to raise a hand against the suns he loved so dearly. It was eventually settled between them, however, that one of Yao’s officials in the heavens, known as Yi, should quickly descend to earth and do whatever he must to prevent any further catastrophe.

			Yi was not a God of very impressive stature, but his fame as one of the most gifted archers in the heavens was widespread, for it was well known that he could shoot a sparrow down in full flight from a distance of fifty miles. Now Dijun went to meet with Yi to explain the problem his suns had created, and he handed the archer a new red bow and a quiver of white arrows and advised him what he must do.

			“Try not to hurt my suns any more than you need to,” he told Yi, “but take this bow and ensure that you bring them under control. See to it that the wicked beasts devouring mankind are also slain and that order and calm are restored once more to the earth.”

			Yi readily accepted this challenge and, taking with him his wife Chang E, he departed the Heavenly Palace and made his descent to the world below. Emperor Yao was overjoyed to see the couple approach and immediately organized a tour of the land for them, where Yi witnessed for himself the devastation brought about by Dijun’s children, as he came face to face with half-burnt, starving people roaming aimlessly over the scorched, cracked earth.

			And witnessing all of this terrible suffering, Yi grew more and more furious with the suns of Dijun and it slipped his mind entirely that he had promised to treat them leniently. “The time is now past for reasoning or persuasion,” Yi thought to himself, and he strode to the highest mountain, tightened the string of his powerful bow and took aim with the first of his arrows. The weapon shot up into the sky and travelled straight through the centre of one of the suns, causing it to erupt into a thousand sparks as it split open and spun out of control to the ground, transforming itself on impact into a strange three-legged raven.

			Now there were only nine suns left in the sky and Yi fitted the next arrow to his bow. One after another the arrows flew through the air, expertly hitting their targets, until the earth slowly began to cool down. But when the Emperor saw that there were only two suns left in the sky and that Yi had already taken aim, he wisely remembered that at least one sun should survive to brighten the earth and so he crept up behind the archer and stole the last of the white arrows from his quiver.

			Having fulfilled his undertaking to rid Emperor Yao of the nine suns, Yi turned his attention to the task of hunting down the various hideous monsters threatening the earth. Gathering a fresh supply of arrows, he made his way southwards to fight the man-eating monster of the marsh with six feet and a human head, known as Zao Chi. And with the help of his divine bow, he quickly overcame the creature, piercing his huge heart with an arrow of steel. Travelling northwards, he tackled a great many other ferocious beasts, including the nine-headed monster, Jiu Ying, wading into a deep, black pool and throttling the fiend with his own bare hands. After that, he moved onwards to the Quingqiu marshes of the east where he came upon the terrible vulture Dafeng, a gigantic bird of unnatural strength with a wing span so enormous that whenever the bird took to the air, a great typhoon blew up around it. And on this occasion, Yi knew that his single remaining arrow would only wound the bird, so he tied a long black cord to the shaft of the arrow before taking aim. Then as the creature flew past, Yi shot him in the chest and even though the vulture pulled strongly on the cord as it attempted to make towards a place of safety, Yi dragged it to the ground, plunging his knife repeatedly into its breast until all life had gone from it.

			All over the earth, people looked upon Yi as a great hero, the God who had single-handedly rescued them from destruction. Numerous banquets and ceremonial feasts were held in his honour, all of them attended by the Emperor himself, who could not do enough to thank Yi for his assistance. Emperor Yao invited Yi to make his home on earth, promising to build him the a very fine palace overlooking Jade Mountain, but Yi was anxious to return to the heavens in triumph where he felt he rightly belonged and where, in any event, Dijun eagerly awaited an account of his exploits.
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			Chang E’s Betrayal
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			After Yi, the great archer, had returned to the heavens with his wife, he immediately went in search of the God Dijun to report on the success of his mission on earth. He had managed to save mankind from the evil destruction of the ten suns, as Dijun had requested him, and was still basking in the glory of this mammoth achievement. Yi fully expected a reception similar to the one he had been given on earth, but instead he found an angry and unforgiving God waiting to receive him. Dijun did not welcome the archer with open arms, but walked forward and spoke only a few harsh words.

			“I feel no warmth or gratitude in my heart towards you,” he said to Yi in the bitterest of voices, “you have murdered all but one of my suns, and now I cannot bear to have you in my sight. So I have decided that from this day forth, you and your wife will be banished to the earth to live among the mortals you appear to have enjoyed serving so well. Because of the foul deed you have committed, it is my judgment that you no longer merit the status of Gods and neither of you will ever be permitted to enter the Heavens again.”

			And although Yi argued against his sentence, Dijun would not listen to a single word of his plea. Slowly, the archer made his way homewards, shocked and saddened by the breach of friendship and weighted down by the certain knowledge that his wife would not react well to the news.

			And as expected, when Chang E had been told that she and her husband had been exiled to the earth, she was absolutely furious. Much more so than Yi, she revelled in the pleasures and privileges the Gods alone enjoyed, and throughout their married life together, she had never attempted to hide the fact that she had little or no tolerance for the inferior company of mortals. Now she began to regret ever tying herself in matrimony to the archer, for she felt strongly that she was being unduly punished for his hot-headed behaviour. Surely her banishment was totally unjust! And why was it that she was being punished for her husband’s foolish actions? These thoughts circled around her head as she reluctantly gathered up her things, and she promised herself that she would never cease to reproach Yi, or allow him a day’s rest, until he had made amends for what he had done to her.

			The couple’s earthly home was as comfortable as Yi could make it and all day long he trudged through the forests in search of the luxuries his wife demanded -– the most tender deer-flesh, or the most exotic, sun-ripened berries. But often when he would return exhausted with these items, Chang E would fling them away, declaring that she had no appetite for unsophisticated mortal food. And then she would begin to bemoan their dreadful misfortune, over and over again, while Yi sat there gloomily, his head in his hands, wishing that he had never set eyes on the suns of Dijun.

			One evening, when Chang E had been thinking particularly long and hard about her miserable existence on earth, she went and stood before her husband and announced that she had made firm plans for their future.

			“‘I have had more than enough of this wretched place,” she told Yi, “and I have no intention of dying here like a mortal and descending to the Underworld afterwards. If you want to keep me, Yi, you must do what I ask of you and go to the west, to the Mountain of Kunlun. For I have heard that the Queen Mother of the West, who lives there, keeps a very special substance. People call it the elixir of immortality and it is said that whoever takes this potion will be granted eternal life.”

			Now Yi had also heard a report of this strange queen and her magic medicine, and noticing that some of the old sparkle danced in his wife’s eyes as she spoke about it, he could not find it in his heart to refuse her this request even though he knew that the journey ahead would be a treacherous one. For the Queen Mother of the West lived close to the earthly palace of the Yellow Emperor, a region encircled by fire mountains and a deep moat filled with boiling, hissing water which no mortal had ever yet penetrated. The Queen herself may have had the human face of a woman, but her teeth, it was said, were those of a tiger and her hair was long and matted, covering her ugly, scaly body which ended in a leopard’s tail.

			It was fortunate for Yi that he still possessed some of his God-like powers, since these enabled him to pass through the scorching flames and to swim through the intense heat of the water without coming to any harm. And having reached the opening of the cave where the queen rested, he decided that the best way to approach her was to greet her openly and honestly and tell her his story from start to finish in the hope that she might help him.

			To the archer’s immense relief, the Queen Mother of the West listened to all he had to say with an open mind, and certainly the image he painted of his innocent wife forced to suffer equal hardship because of what he had done, invited a genuine heartfelt sympathy. The queen suddenly reached into a copper box close by and withdrew a small leather pouch which she handed to Yi.

			“The magic medicine inside of this pouch is very precious indeed,” she told him. “It has been collected from the immortal trees on Mount Kunlun which flower only every three thousand years and bear fruit only every six thousand years. If two people eat this amount, which is all I have to give you, they will both have eternal life in the world of men. But if only one person swallows it all, that person will have the complete immortality of the Gods. Now take the medicine away with you and guard it well, for its value is beyond all measure.”

			And so Yi returned to his home and to his anxious wife, feeling as if a great burden had been lifted from his shoulders. For the first time in many years, his wife appeared happy to see him and she kissed his cheek as he presented her with the pouch and began to relate the entire story of his adventure, including everything the queen had told him about the magic potion. Chang E agreed with her husband that they should prepare a great feast to celebrate the end to their mortal lives and she took it upon herself to guard the medicine while her husband went in search of something very special for them to eat.

			But as soon as Yi had disappeared into the trees, Chang E began to stare at the little pouch and her thoughts travelled to the days when she lived among the Gods in Heaven, breathing in the scent of beautiful flowers or reclining in the warm sunshine listening to the soothing tones of immortal music drifting gently on the breeze. A deep resentment against her husband rose up within her as she indulged this daydream of a divine kingdom she considered her rightful home and she knew that she would never be content simply with eternal life on earth. She could not let go of what Yi had trustingly told her, that there was only enough elixir to make one of them fully immortal again, and now she allowed her selfish desire to overcome her. Without hesitating a moment longer, Chang E quickly opened up the pouch and swallowed the entire contents all at once.

			The effect of the medicine was almost immediate and Chang E felt her body become lighter and lighter until her feet began to lift themselves off the ground as they had done in the past so many times before.

			“How glorious it is to be a Goddess again,” she thought to herself as she floated happily towards the flickering stars in the direction of the heavens. She rose higher and higher through the air until the earth below resembled a tiny egg and the skies around her were completely silent and still. But now a sudden fear told hold of the Goddess, for it began to dawn on her that she was entirely alone, cut off from her husband Yi and other earthly mortals, yet not safely arrived in the world of deities. And as she thought more about her return to the Heavens it occurred to her for the first time that she may not necessarily receive a warm welcome there.

			“How can I confront these other Gods,” she said to herself, “when they will certainly scorn me for taking all of the elixir myself and for abandoning my poor husband. Perhaps it is not such a good idea to return straight to Heaven.”

			Chang E gazed around her and saw that she had must make an unhappy choice, either to return to the unwelcoming, grey earth, or move onwards towards the cold, silvery moon. “It is probably quite lonely on the moon,” she thought, “still, it seems the best place to go to for a short length of time until the Gods have forgotten my crime.” And so, she floated off towards the moon, determined that she would move on from here before too long.

			But the moon was far more desolate and dispiriting than she had imagined possible, a cold, hostile place, totally uninhabited, apart from one rabbit who sat forlornly under a cassia tree. Chang E could not bear it a moment longer, and having decided that even a host of angry Gods presented a more desirable alternative, she attempted to rise again into the air. But she soon discovered that her powers had deserted her and that a strange metamorphosis was taking place in her body. Her back stiffened suddenly and then curved forwards. Her breasts separated and flattened, causing her stomach to bulge outwards. Small swellings began to appear all over her skin which lost its translucence and changed to a dull, murky green. Her mouth stretched wider and wider to the edge of her face where her ears once rested and her eyes grew larger and larger until they formed two ugly black rounds.

			Once a beautiful and faithful wife, the greedy and disloyal Chang E had finally met with her punishment and was transformed into a giant toad. And in this form she remained until the end of time, doomed to keep a lonely watch over the earth below while yearning, every passing moment, to be with the husband she had so falsely deceived.
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			Hou-Ji, the Ice-Child
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			Jiang Yuan was one of four wives of Di Ku, God of the East. For many years the couple had tried to have a child together but they had not been successful and their marriage was not a very happy one as a result. One day, however, Jiang Yaun was walking along by the riverbank when she spotted a trail of large footprints in the earth. She was intrigued by them and began to follow where they led, placing her own tiny feet in the hollows of the ground. She was unaware that by doing this, she would conceive a child, and not long afterwards she gave birth to a son, an event which under normal circumstances would have brought her great joy.

			But Jiang Yuan was filled with shame to see the tiny bundle wriggling in her arms, knowing that she had absolutely no knowledge of its father. And realizing that she would have great difficulty explaining the infant’s birth to her husband, Jiang Yaun made up her mind to dispose of the child before she became a victim of scandalous gossip and derision. So she took the baby to a deserted country lane and left him to perish in the cold among the sheep and cattle. But then a strange thing happened. For instead of rejecting the baby and trampling him to death, the sheep and cattle treated him as one of their own, carrying him to a nearby barn where they nestled up close to him to keep him warm and suckled him with their own milk until he grew fit and strong.

			Now Jiang Yuan had sent her scouts into the countryside to make sure that her unwanted child no longer lived. The news that he had survived and that he was being cared for by the animals of the pastures threw her into a fit of rage and she ordered her men to take the infant deep into the forests, to the most deserted spot they could find, where he was to be abandoned without any food or water. Jiang Yuan’s messengers performed their duty exactly as they had been commanded, but again, fate intervened to save the child.

			For one morning, a group of woodcutters who had travelled into the heart of the forest to find sturdier trees, spotted the child crawling through the undergrowth. Alarmed by his nakedness and grimy appearance, they immediately swept him up off the ground and carried him back to their village. Here, the woman Chingti, who was herself without child, took charge of the infant. She wrapped him in warm clothing and filled him with nourishing food until gradually he grew plump and healthy. His foster-mother doted on her son and it brought her great pleasure to see him thrive in her care.

			But again, Jiang Yuan managed to track down the child and this time she was resolved to stop at nothing until she was certain of his destruction. And so, as a last resort, she carried him herself to a vast frozen river in the north where she stripped him naked and threw him on to the ice. For two years, the infant remained on the frozen waters, but from the very first day, he was protected from the piercing cold by a flock of birds who took it in turn to fly down with morsels of food and to shelter him under their feathered wings.

			The people grew curious to know why the birds swooped on to the icy surface of the river every day when clearly there were no fish to be had. Eventually a group of them set off across the ice to investigate further and soon they came upon the young child, curled up against the warm breast of a motherly seagull. They were amazed at the sight and took it as a sign that the child they had discovered was no ordinary mortal, but a very precious gift from the Gods. They rescued the young boy and named him Hou-Ji and as they watched him grow among them, his outstanding talents began to manifest themselves one by one.

			Hou-Ji became an excellent farmer in time, but he did not follow any conventional model. He was a born leader and from a very early age he had learned to distinguish between every type of cereal and edible grain. He made agricultural tools for the people, such as hoes and spades, and soon the land delivered up every variety of crop, including wheat, beans, rice and large, succulent wild melons. The people had a bountiful supply of food and when the Emperor himself heard of Hou-Ji’s great work he appointed him a minister of the state so that his knowledge of agriculture would spread throughout the nation.

			When Hou-Ji died he left behind a ‘Five-Crop-Stone’ which guaranteed the Chinese people a constant supply of food even in times of famine. He was buried on the Duguang Plain, a magnificent region of rolling hills and clear-flowing rivers where the land has always remained exceptionally fertile.
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			Gun Battles the Great Flood[image: ]

			King Yao, the first mortal emperor of China, was judged an outstanding monarch by his subjects, one of the wisest, most devoted rulers that had ever risen to power. Humble and charitable almost to a fault, Yao never allowed himself luxuries of any kind. He wore sackcloth in summer and only a deerskin during the winter months and spent his entire life making sure that his people had everything they could possibly need to keep them satisfied. If the Emperor spotted a man without clothes, he would remove the shirt from his own back and hand it over to the unfortunate person. If his people were short of food, he blamed himself for their suffering. If they committed a crime, he was immediately understanding and took personal responsibility for the breach of law and order.

			Yet in spite of Yao’s remarkably warm and tolerant nature, he was destined to suffer repeated misfortunes during his lifetime and his reign was plagued by disasters of every kind, including drought, starvation, disease and floods. But perhaps the worst period of the Emperor’s rule came immediately after he had rid the earth of the suns of Dijun, when he had just breathed a sigh of relief and had set to work restoring the shattered morale of his nation.

			During these days immediately following the destruction of the suns, when chaos still ruled the earth and the world of mortals failed to communicate a peaceful and harmonious atmosphere, the High God, Tiandi, happened to peer down from the Heavens and began to shake his head disappointedly. Everywhere the God looked, he saw people living miserable and wretched lives. Flames had devoured the homes of many and now they squabbled bitterly among themselves, desperate to secure basic food and provisions even by the most dishonest means.

			Now Tiandi was not a God renowned for his patience and he saw only that mankind had begun to tread a path of wickedness and corruption. And taking swift action, he sent the God of Water to the earth’s surface, commanding him to create a flood that would punish mankind for its debauched behaviour. This flood, he announced, would last for a period of no less than twenty-two years, after which time, it was hoped that the world would be properly cleansed of all evil.

			So day after day the rains beat down upon the soil, pulverizing the crops which remained, flooding the houses, swelling the rivers to bursting point, until eventually the whole of the earth resembled one vast ocean. Those who were fortunate enough to avoid drowning, floated on the treacherous waters in search of tall trees or high mountains where they might come to rest. But even if they managed to reach dry land, they were then forced to compete with the fiercest beasts of the earth for food, so that many were mercilessly devoured even as they celebrated the fact that they had been saved.

			Only one God among the deities of the heavens appeared to feel any sympathy for the innocent people suffering such appalling misery on earth. The God’s name was Gun and he was the grandson of the Yellow Emperor. Now Gun took it upon himself to plead with Tiandi to put an end to the heavy rains, but the High God would not listen to a word of what he had to say and so Gun was forced to continue roaming the heavens, powerless to help the drowning people.

			One day, however, as the young God sat alone dejectedly, pondering the destruction caused by the ongoing flood, he was approached by two of his friends, an eagle and a tortoise. And seeing their companion so downcast, the two enquired what they might do to lift his spirits.

			“The only thing that would make me happy right now,” Gun answered them, “would be to stop this water pouring out of the skies. But I have no idea how I can bring this about.”

			“It is not such a difficult task,” replied the eagle, “if you feel you have courage enough to pay a visit to Tiandi’s palace. For he is the keeper of the Shirang, a very precious substance which has exactly the same appearance of soil or clay. But if you can manage to drop some of this magical clay into the ocean, it will swell up to form a great dam that will hold back the flood waters.”

			It remains a great mystery to this day precisely how Gun overcame every obstacle to retrieve a handful of the magic soil, but he managed this task successfully and immediately departed for the earth where he flung the clay into the ocean. Almost at once, mountains began to spring up from the water and soon great stretches of land appeared everywhere as the huge waves began to subside. Filled with gratitude, the gaunt-faced people crawled down from the trees and out of their remote hiding places and began to hail Gun as the saviour of mankind.

			But the High God, Tiandi, was not at all pleased with Gun’s theft of the Shirang and its subsequent healing effect on the world below. Enraged by this challenge to his authority, he ordered the God of Fire, Zhurong, to go down to earth to murder the God who had betrayed him. The two met in combat on Mount Yushan, but Gun was no match for Zhurong and the God of Fire quickly overcame his opponent, striking him down without difficulty after they had exchanged only a few blows. And now the flood waters burst through the dam Gun had created, crashing on to the dried-out earth which became completely submerged once again.

			Gun had sacrificed his life on Mount Yushan for the good of mankind, but he had died without completing his work and so his spirit refused to rest within the shell of his dead body. For three years, his remains lay in a special vault in the mountains, watched over by the people who greatly mourned his loss. But in all this time, Gun’s body showed no sign of decomposing, for a new life had begun to grow inside of him, waiting for the day when it would be mature enough to emerge.

			After these three years had passed and Gun’s body had still not wasted away, Tiandi grew very concerned, fearing that the dead God was being transformed into an evil spirit destined to plague him for the rest of his days. So Tiandi sent one of his most trusted officials down to earth to carve up Gun’s remains, presenting him with a divine sword called the Wudao. But a fantastic thing occurred as soon as the official’s blade had slashed open Gun’s belly. For instead of the blood he had anticipated would emerge from the opening, a large and mighty golden dragon sprung forth in its place. This dragon was Yu, the son of Gun, who had inherited all the strength and courage of his father and who had entered the world in all his magnificent glory to complete Gun’s unfinished work.
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			Yu Controls the Flood
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			The appearance of a great golden dragon in the skies, whose sole purpose it was to save mankind from destruction, encouraged the High God, Tiandi, to question whether or not the punishment he had meted out to the people below had been a little too severe. The mysterious creature was fiercely determined and persistent, he noticed, and to allow any further grievances between them was not the most prudent way forward. So Tiandi decided to yield to the dragon’s wishes and put an end to the suffering on earth at long last.

			Yu’s mission so far had been an easy one. Tiandi not only ordered the God of Water to call a halt to the downpour, he also gave Yu enough Shirang to construct another great dam to hold back the flood waters. He sent the dragon Ying Long down to earth to assist him in repairing the widespread damage. Yu received this help gratefully and day and night channelled all his available energy into the task at hand.

			Now all would have gone on smoothly, and the earth been restored to its original condition in little or no time, but for the God of Water, Gong Gong, who decided to cause as much trouble as possible for Yu. For it was Gong Gong who had originally created the flood and to see his great work undone by a mere boy-dragon was more than he could tolerate. No one had yet dared to disobey Yu’s commands, but Gong Gong ignored every last one of them, entirely underestimating the dragon’s strength and the powerful influence he exerted over his followers. And seeing that Gong Gong would not be reasoned with, Yu called together all the fairies, spirits and giants of the earth, so that not one remained to fight alongside Gong Gong. Then Yu challenged the God of Water to single combat, an encounter Gong Gong now wished he could avoid, for in no time, Yu had defeated him and skewered his ugly head upon his sword.

			And after he had vanquished the God of Water, Yu went among the people handing them pieces of the magic clay so that they could decide for themselves where mountain ranges should appear and where stretches of land would flourish most. But it was not enough simply to rebuild the earth again, nor was the giant dam a permanent safeguard against flooding in the future. Yu realized that something more had to be done and so, dragging his great tail in the earth, he began to hollow out the soil, digging a long, tunnel-like structure through which the water could easily and swiftly flow, away from the land in the direction of the sea. Throughout the country, people followed his example and soon an entire network of shallow gullies began to appear, draining the surplus water from the plains. In this way, Yu brought the flood under control and created the great rivers of China that still flow eastwards towards the ocean to this very day.
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			The Marriage of Yu
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			Yu had spent thirty years on earth regulating the waters before it even occurred to him that he had earned a well-deserved rest and that perhaps the time had now arrived to make plans for his own future. Never in the past had he paused to consider the possibility that he might one day marry, but suddenly he felt lonely and in need of a wife who could love him and attend to him in old age. He had no idea how he might go about choosing a wife, however, and decided to put his trust in the Gods, waiting patiently for a sign from the divine powers above.

			One morning, he observed a strange white fox with nine tails making its way towards him and he felt at once that the animal must be a heavenly messenger sent to help him in his quest. The fox approached and began to sing a strange little song which Yu listened to attentively, confident that its words would somehow enlighten him. The fox’s song cheered him immensely and left him in little doubt that his search for a suitable wife was drawing to a close:

			He who meets with the fox of nine tails

			Will soon become king of the land.

			He who weds the chief’s daughter on Mount Tu

			Will become a prosperous man.

			Nu Jiao was reputed to be one of the most beautiful maidens in China and she dwelt in the distant valley of Tu on the summit of the great mountain. Ever since childhood, she had heard nothing but favourable reports of Yu and by now she was familiar with everything he had accomplished on earth. She had come to admire him from a distance as a God of legendary stature, and in her heart she had always entertained the hope that one day they would meet. And so when Yu appeared unexpectedly and asked for her hand in marriage, Nu Jiao could scarcely believe her good fortune and agreed at once to become his bride.

			The two departed her father’s kingdom and travelled southwards where they set up home and began a very happy married life together. It was not long before Nu Jiao became pregnant and the couple were overjoyed at the prospect of a son who would carry on his father’s good work. For although the majority of the floods had been checked, the task of clearing the debris and ensuring that no similar disasters occurred in the future was still very much incomplete. And as the days passed by, the responsibility of overseeing more and more of this kind of work fell on Yu’s experienced shoulders. Often he was forced to spend days away from home and occasionally he was away for several weeks at a time.

			Now when the time was close at hand for Nu Jiao to deliver her child, Yu was unfortunately summoned to help restore the Huanyan Mountain which had begun to collapse and slide treacherously into the sea. And knowing that his wife would be anxious during his absence, Yu offered her the following words of comfort:

			“If the task ahead were not so dangerous I would allow you to accompany me,” he told her. “But I won’t be very far away and I will take this drum with me and beat on it loudly when it is safe for you to join me.”

			Nu Jiao was relieved to hear this and she bade her husband farewell and watched him disappear into the forest.

			As soon as he was within range of the great mountain, Yu transformed himself into a giant black bear with mighty claws and powerful shoulders in preparation for the gruelling work ahead. Then, after he had tied the drum to a tree behind him, he stooped to the ground and tossed a boulder high into a crevice of the mountain where he could see it had originally broken loose. One after another he tossed the huge boulders in the same direction until almost all the gaps in the mountain had been filled in and the towering structure took on a more solid appearance again. But just as his work was coming to an end, Yu allowed one of the boulders to slip from his upraised arms and it slid over his shoulder, striking the drum that remained tied to the tree.

			At once, Nu Jiao prepared a small parcel of food for her husband and set off in the direction of Huanyan Mountain. Arriving at the place where the drum dangled in the breeze, she looked around for Yu, but was confronted instead by a terrifying black bear. Screaming in fright, Nu Jiao ran as fast as her legs would carry her towards her home, pursued by Yu who failed to realize that he had not changed back into his human shape. The young woman ran onwards in panic and dread, faster and faster, until all colour had drained from her face and her muscles grew stiff from the chase. At last, she dropped down to the earth, exhausted and beaten, and within seconds she was transformed into a stone.

			Stunned and horrified by what had happened, Yu called out to his wife: “Give me my son, my only precious son.” Immediately, the stone burst open and a small baby tumbled on to the earth. Yu named the child Qi, meaning ‘cracked stone’, and the story of his unusual birth earned him great fame even before he had grown to manhood.
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			Myths of the Stars
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			Introduction

			According to Chinese ideas, the sun, moon and planets influence sublunary events, especially the life and death of human beings, and changes in their colour tell of approaching calamities. Alterations in the appearance of the sun announce misfortunes to the State or its head, as revolts, famines, or the death of the emperor; when the moon waxes red, or turns pale, men should be in awe of the unlucky times foretold.

			The sun and the moon are both included by the Chinese among the stars, the spirit of the sun king being ‘Ch’ih-chiang of the Solar Palace’, that of the moon queen ‘Ch’ang O of the Lunar Palace’. The sun is symbolized by the figure of a raven in a circle, and the moon by a hare on its hind legs pounding rice in a mortar, or by a three-legged toad. The moon is a special object of worship in autumn, and moon cakes dedicated to it are sold at this season.

			All the stars are ranged into constellations, and an emperor is installed over them, who resides at the North Pole; five monarchs also live in the five stars in Leo, where there is a palace called Wu Ti Tso, or ‘Throne of the Five Emperors’. In this celestial government there are also an heir-apparent, empresses, sons and daughters, and tribunals, and the constellations receive the names of men, animals and other terrestrial objects. The Great Bear, or Dipper, is worshipped as the residence of the Fates, where the duration of life and other events relating to mankind are measured and meted out. Fears are excited by unusual phenomena among the heavenly bodies. 

			It is here that we also encounter T’ai Sui, the celestial spirit who presides over the year. He is the President of the Ministry of Time, a stellar god who corresponds to the planet Jupiter. This god is much to be feared. Whoever offends against him is sure to be destroyed. He strikes when least expected to.
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			The Herdsman and the Weaver Girl
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			Many, many hundreds of years ago there lived in the palace of the High God in heaven a little weaver girl who spun and wove the most beautiful garments for the Gods, using colours and patterns more gorgeous than anything anyone had ever seen before. The High God was delighted with her efforts, but worried that she worked too hard, and for such long hours every day, and he decided to reward her diligence by giving her a rest from her labours. He determined to send her down to earth to live among mortals for a short time, to allow her to experience new and different pleasures. To ensure that the girl was well cared for, the High God chose for her a husband for her time on earth, a herdsman called Chen-Li, who lived with his two elder brothers on a farm by a great river.

			The brothers had divided up the farm on their parents’ death, and Chen-Li, being the youngest, had received nothing but an old ox, and the least fertile, most unproductive, piece of land. Here he built himself a rough home, and toiled day and night to make a living from the barren soil; although his life was hard he never complained, nor harboured a grudge against his brothers, for he was an honest youth of stout heart, which is indeed why the High God chose him for the weaver girl.

			One evening Chen-Li was sitting watching the sun set over the distant mountains as his old ox munched the grass nearby. A feeling of great loneliness came over him, and he said to himself, “If only I had someone to share my life with, all my hard work would seem worthwhile.” To his complete astonishment, the ox looked up and answered him, saying, “Do not be so sad, master. I can help you to find a wife who will bring you great joy.” The ox then explained that it was really the Ox Star, sent to earth by the High God as a punishment, to work out its penance in labouring for mankind. It did not mention that it had also been given specific instructions regarding Chen-Li and the weaver girl, but went on to say: “If you go upstream you will find a beautiful, clear pool, shaded by willows and rushes. There the Heavenly Maidens bathe each afternoon; if you were to steal the clothes of one of them she would be unable to fly back to Heaven, and would have to, according to custom, become your wife.”

			Chen-Li did as the ox suggested, and the next afternoon he followed the river upstream, where he found the clear pool, shaded by willows. As he peered through the rushes, he saw the most beautiful girls he had ever set eyes on, laughing and splashing in the crystal waters. Spying their clothes piled on the banks of the pool, he leapt forward and snatched one of the piles; the noise disturbed the girls, who flew from the pool, took up their clothes, and soared away, up into the sky. Only one girl was left, naked in the pool, the little weaver girl, who looked shyly at Chen-Li and said, “Good Sir, if you would be generous enough to return my clothes, I will gladly come with you and become your wife.” Chen-Li handed her clothes to her without hesitation, so strongly did he believe her promise. Then the girl dressed and, true to her word, followed him home and became his wife.

			The couple were extremely happy in their simple existence, so much so that the weaver girl forgot all about the palace of the High God, and her place among the immortals. And in the fullness of time she bore the herdsman a fine son and a beautiful daughter, whom they loved dearly. However, the High God did not forget her, and grew impatient for her return. Eventually, when it became clear that she had no intention of leaving Chenh-Li, he sent down to earth his soldiers to bring her back. The weaver girl was distressed beyond all measure at leaving Chen-Li and her two children, but the soldiers were adamant, and carried her away, up into the sky. Chen-Li looked on in horror, unable to prevent this catastrophe, and he cried out in anguish, “What can I do? What can I do?”

			The old ox saw his grief, and taking pity on Chen-Li said, “Master, my earthly form will die soon so that I can return to my celestial home; when I am dead, take off my hide and wrap it around you, and you will be able to follow your beloved.” Saying this, the creature lay down and died at Chen-Li’s feet, and, quickly, he did as the ox had instructed him. He picked up his son in one arm and his daughter in the other, and threw the leather hide around him. Instantly, all three soared up into the sky, and began to chase after the weaver girl, who was fast disappearing into the distance.

			The High God watched this pursuit with much displeasure, and when he saw that Chen-Li would soon catch up with the weaver girl, he threw down his white silk scarf, which flowed and shimmered like fire between the lovers, forming a great river. Chen-Li called across the fiery torrent to his beloved, but to no avail, since neither could cross it. Defeated, he returned to his desolate home.

			When the High God saw how much the weaver girl missed Chen-Li and her children, and how terribly they missed her, his anger abated, and he decreed that once a year, on the seventh day of the seventh month, all the magpies in the world would fly up into Heaven and form a bridge across the fiery river, so that the lovers could cross to each other and meet face to face. Whenever they met, the weaver girl would weep, and her tears fall to earth as drizzling rain; then all the women on earth would sorrow, and say, “Our sister is weeping again.”

			Chen-Li and the little weaver girl spent so much time in the sky, they eventually turned into stars; that is why, when we look up into the night sky, we can still see them both shining there. The fiery river is the Milky Way, on one side is Vega, the bright star that is the weaver girl, and on the other side shines Aquila, with two small stars beside it; which are Chen-Li and his two children. And if you look closely at the Milky Way on the night of the seventh day of the seventh month you will see these two stars meet as the two lovers are reunited for a few, precious hours, giving courage and hope to parted lovers throughout the world.
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			The Steep Summit
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			Ch’ih-chiang lived in the reign of Hsien-yuan Huang-ti, who appointed him Director of Construction and Furnishing. When Hsien-yuan went on his visit to O-mei Shan, a mountain in Ssuch’uan, Ch’ih-chiang obtained permission to accompany him. Their object was to be initiated into the doctrine of immortality.

			The Emperor was instructed in the secrets of the doctrine by T’ai-i Huang-jen, the spirit of this famous mountain, who, when he was about to take his departure, begged him to allow Ch’ih-chiang to remain with him. The new hermit went out every day to gather the flowering plants which formed the only food of his master, T’ai-i Huang-jen, and he also took to eating these flowers, so that his body gradually became spiritualized.

			One day T’ai-i Huang-jen sent him to cut some bamboos on the summit of O-mei Shan, far away from the place where they lived. When he reached the base of the summit, all of a sudden three giddy peaks confronted him, so dangerous that even the monkeys and other animals dared not attempt to scale them. But he took his courage in his hands, climbed the steep slope and by sheer energy reached the summit. Having cut the bamboos, he tried to descend, but the rocks rose like a wall in sharp points all round him and he could not find a foothold anywhere. Then, though laden with the bamboos, he threw himself into the air and was borne on the wings of the wind. He came to earth safe and sound at the foot of the mountain and ran with the bamboos to his master. On account of this feat he was considered advanced enough to be admitted to instruction in the doctrine.
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			Shen I, the Divine Archer
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			The Emperor Yao, one day, while walking in the streets of Huai-yang, met a man carrying a bow and arrows, the bow being bound round with a piece of red stuff. This was Ch’ih-chiang Tzu-yu. He told the Emperor he was a skilful archer and could fly in the air on the wings of the wind. Yao, to test his skill, ordered him to shoot one of his arrows at a pine-tree on the top of a neighbouring mountain. Ch’ih shot an arrow which transfixed the tree, and then jumped on to a current of air to go and fetch the arrow back. Because of this the Emperor named him Shen I, ‘the Divine Archer’, attached him to his suite, and appointed him Chief Mechanician of all Works in Wood. He continued to live only on flowers.

			At this time terrible calamities began to lay waste the land. Ten suns appeared in the sky, the heat of which burnt up all the crops; dreadful storms uprooted trees and overturned houses; floods overspread the country. Near the Tung-t’ing Lake a serpent, a thousand feet long, devoured human beings, and wild boars of enormous size did great damage in the eastern part of the kingdom. Yao ordered Shen I to go and slay the devils and monsters who were causing all this mischief, placing three hundred men at his service for that purpose.

			Shen I took up his post on Mount Ch’ing Ch’iu to study the cause of the devastating storms, and found that these tempests were released by Fei Lien, the Spirit of the Wind, who blew them out of a sack. The ensuing conflict ended in Fei Lien suing for mercy and swearing friendship to his victor, whereupon the storms ceased.

			After this first victory Shen I led his troops to the banks of the Hsi Ho, West River, at Lin Shan. Here he discovered that on three neighbouring peaks nine extraordinary birds were blowing out fire and thus forming nine new suns in the sky. Shen I shot nine arrows in succession, pierced the birds, and immediately the nine false suns resolved themselves into red clouds and melted away. Shen I and his soldiers found the nine arrows stuck in nine red stones at the top of the mountain.
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