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Mythologies About the Origin of Man
and Universe
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Every nation has its stories about the
origin of man and universe, so do
Chinese Han people. Popular stories
about the origin include tales of Fu Xi
and Nv Wa, Shen Nong, Yan Di and
Huang Di in remote history. These
stories are still being told today. They
are more than stories: they are the
explanation Han people’ s ancestors
made in the most primitive way to for
the understanding of Mother Nature
and history.

These mythologies are in almost
every field of life, about the origin of
the universe, fights man made against
hostile nature to keep surviving. Of
all, the story of Pan Gu who divided

heaven and earth is the most popular,

also the most influential.
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> Pan Gu Divided Heaven
and Earth

Almost every ancient people have
mythologies about the hero who created
heaven and earth. Chinese nation’s is
about Pan Gu, firstly seen in the book
written by Xu Zheng during the Three-
kingdom Period titled San Wu Li Ji or
Events in Ancient History, then, in Shu
Yi Ji or Stories of Unusual Happenings
authored by Ren Fang during the
Southern Dynasty.

In ancient antiquity, this legend says,
the heaven and earth was a lump like
a chicken egg. Waking up after 18000
years from fast sleep, Pan Gu, a giant,
saw no light around him. He tried to
stretch himself to yawn, and found he
himself was imprisoned in this ball, very
difficult to breathe. In anger, he pulled
out one of his teeth, turning it into an axe

with which he hacked around with all his
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might. He gave out huge sounds. The ball
slowly opened and fresh came in, which
rose to make an azure sky. Heavy and
thick stuff sank to make the vast earth.
From this moment, heaven and earth
came into being and the world was no
longer a dark mess.

Pan Gu felt tremendously relieved.
For fear of the heaven and earth
becoming a lump again, he held up the

heaven with his hands, his feet firmly

Pan Gu Dividing Heaven and Earth
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Stone Axe with a Handle, from Liangzhu
Culture (Neolithic)

rooted on the earth. Each day, his body
grew about three meters, and this made
the heaven three meters higher, and earth
three meters thicker than before. After
108 thousand years, Pan Gu was 45
thousand kilometers tall, and his body
stopped growing. Pan Gu was exhausted.
After giving a final look to what he had
made, he collapsed with a thundering
sound and died.

He was dead but his body was still
there. The last breath from his mouth
became wind and clouds to be seen
in all seasons, and the sound he made
at the last moment became thunder in
the sky, his left eye became the sun to
shine upon the vast lands, his right eye
became the moon to light up the earth in
the evening, his hair and beard became
stars to shimmer in the evening sky, and
his blood, torrential rivers. His muscles

became fields, bones, flowers, trees,

tendons, roads, teeth, mineral
deposits, marrow, shining
pearls, and sweat, dews to
moisture crops. His body
became mountains in China: head
became Mount Tai, feet, Mount Hua, left
arm, Mount Heng(Hunan), right arm,
Mount Heng (Shaanxi), and belly, Mount

Song. This story showed the ancient
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Pan Gu Temple in Jiyuan, Henan Province
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belief about the relationship between man
and surroundings, and it gave rise to this
belief: man and heaven are one.

To memorialize him, later
generations build temples in his honor in
many places. This mythology spread far
and wide, even to minority peoples living
in China’s southern part like Miao, Yao,
who worshipped Pan Gu, taking him as
their distant ancestor. So did Zhuang,

Dong and Mulao peoples.
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King Pan’s Festival, Yao People

As a minority ethnic group living in
China’s southwest, Yao people are found
in Guangxi, Hunan, Yunnan, Guangdong
and Guizhou, mostly, in mountainous areas.
To these peoples, the King Pan’s Festival

is a major day, a custom passed down
from their distance ancestors. On this day,
Yao people offer respect to King Pan who
created this world. It falls on the 16th day
of the tenth month in Chinese calendar,
when everyone is in his/her best to sing
“Eulogy to King Pan” and dance. The song
takes seven days and nights to finish. They
dance to the company of drumming, from
80-cm long drums. They turn and swirl in a

very exiting manner.
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Yao Girls in their Beautiful Dress
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> Nv Wa Created Man and

Mended Heaven

After the heaven and earth were created
by Pan Gu, the sun, the moon and stars
appeared in the sky and mountains and

vegetation on the earth, so did birds, fish,
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Double-ear Pottery Pot with Snake-style
Lines, from Majiayao Culture (Neolithic,
approx. 8000 years ago)
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Nv Wa Mending the Sky from Guideways
Of Mountains and Rivers (Shan Hai Jing)
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insects and animals, but there was no
man. In this desolated world appeared
a goddess with human head but snake’s
body. Her name was Nv Wa, a magic
figure who could change forms dozens of
times a day.

One day, while walking on desolated
earth, Nv Wa was getting bored at the
lifeless surroundings. Something was
missing, she said to herself. She saw her
image in the water of a pond. Why not
make some creatures to resemble her? So
she picked up a lump of clay and began
to work. A small thing took shape in her
hand, just like herself, with the organs in
face and feet and hands. As soon as she
placed this little thing on the ground, it
began to move. Delighted, Nv Wa made
more, which she named “man”. These
creatures started to talk just like she did.

She made as many as she could, still
too few to her satisfaction. To speed up
the process, she picked up a weathered
cane from a cliff, which she dipped
into the pod to pick up clay. Then, she
whipped it. Wherever small dots of clay
landed on the ground, a small human
figure appeared. Before long, man was
seen in every part of the world.

Man died, and new figures had to

be made to replaced the dead and this
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Crystal Ornament with Design of Nv Wa
Mending the Sky

seemed an endless process for Nv Wa.
So, by the way animals to reproduce,
Nv Wa made men and women marry so
they could reproduce generation after
generation by themselves .

One day, Gong Gong, god of water,
and Zhu Rong, god of fire, began to fight.
They fought all the way from heaven to
the earth, leaving the world a huge mess.
Zhu Rong won, but defeated Gong Gong
was resentful. Infuriated, he knocked
his head against a magic mount named
Buzhou. It was the pillar to hold up the
sky. When the pillar collapsed, a huge
hole appeared in the sky and a big crack
in the earth, from which flood gushed out
with irresistible force. Taking this as an
opportunity, all fierce predators came out
of their hides to prey upon man.

At this, Nv Wa decided to mend the
sky. She piled up huge rocks on top of
a mountain, set up a stove and began to
prepare pulp with five-color stones. She
borrowed magic fire from the sun. After
nine days and nights of work, the stones
became a paste, with which Nv Wa
mended the sky. She killed predators that
had rampaged on earth. She collected a
large amount of weed, which she burned
into ashes to block the way of floods.

For fear of the heaven falling again, she
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The Nv Wa Palace, Shexian County, Handan, Hebei Province
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cut off the four feet from a huge turtle
she found in the eastern sea, which she
placed at each corner of the sky to shim
it up. Because of the different lengths of
the turtle feet, the two in the west and
north being shorter, so the sun, the moon
and stars began to rise from the east and
set in the west. Also because the earth
collapsed from its southeastern side, all
the rivers flew in their direction into the
sea. After the caves were filled up, flood

stopped and fierce animals disappeared
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Fu Xi and Nv Wa, Painted by Unknown
Tang Artist(Tang Dynasty, 618-907)
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and men were back to a peaceful life.
This story showed the primitive
belief ancient people had about the origin
of man and universe. Later generations
took Nv Wa as a goddess of marriage.
Today, in many places of China, like
Hebei, Shanxi, Shaanxi and Gansu,
temples in honor of Nv Wa are seen.
Women used to go and pray for a son.
The story of Nv Wa is very popular
among the ethnic minority groups in
China’s southwest. To these peoples, Nv

Wa is their distant ancestress.
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Shan Hai Jing

Shan Hai Jing, or The Guideways of Mountains and Rivers, is a pre-Qin book that documents
mythologies. Five of its 18 volumes are about mountains, eight about seas and rivers and another



