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The Classics Bring a
Modern China to the World

PUDicston Note

The Traditional Chinese Culture Classical Series originated from the
Chinese-English 100 Bilingual Series, the most popular one in the last two
decades of the 20th century in China. The series had so impressed
generations of English leamers and admirers of Chinese culture that still
leaves a deep impression in readers’ mind. The books were their primary
reading materials of English language, resourceful teacher and intimate
friend, witnessing a perennial youth in pursuit, of knowledge and success.

The series gradually came into being through the cooperation
between China Translation and Publication Corporation (CTPC) and Hong
Kong Commercial: Press .in 1980s and 1990s. The series was compiled
and translated together by a group of outstanding scholars and professors.

To bring the superb quality of the previous series into full play, CTPC
has put enormous effort in revising and reorganizing it, drawing from the
contributions by renowned translation scholars and experts in China. Their
critical assessment. .and compilation: with regards to topics, original
selections, English translations, and overall.layouts will surely stand to the
reader’s demand and create a new image of Chinese culture, that is, in
“The Traditional Chinese Culture Classical Series”.

The Traditional Chinese Culture Classical Series enjoys rich content
and realizes our reader-oriented principle. To these. ends, we add modern
Chinese renditions, annotations, pronunciations, and highlighted classical
sentences while removing those obscure and tedious sections, in an
effort to make the series both popular 'and pragmatic.

Characteristic of holistic configuration and harmonious unity between
the fine format and the excellent content, the Traditional Chinese Culture
Classical Series will certainly be cherished by readers from both home and
abroad.
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Ancient Chinese myths were not recorded in a systematic way in
any work, and, as a result, oply fragments of them are extant today. As
for the causes, Lu Xun says in A Short.History of Chinese Fiction:

Two causes have been given for the fact that only fmgménts of
Chinese mythology have been preserved. First, the Chinese people who
lived in the Yellow River valley in those early days were not favoured by
good natural conditions, and had to work hard to keep alive. They
tended to be practical rather than fanciful and were therefore unable
to collect anclent legends and produce a great work. Second, after
Confucius, who taught people to do practical things like cultivating
one’s moral character, regulating one’s family, bringing order to one’s
state, and unifying the whole country. and who would not talk about
ghosts or gods, the imaginary tales of the remote past were never
taken up by Confuclan scholars. Thus anclient mythology, instead of
being developed, suffered from further losses..

A careful study of the causes, however, would show that greater

harm was done by lack of distinction between gods and ghosts. There
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seemed to be some differences between gods in Heaven and in the
world and ghosts, but it was possible for men and ghosts to become
gods. The mixing of men and gods made it easy for primitive beliefs to
remain, and therefore stories similar to legend kept cropping up. The
result was the dying out of the old mythology while the new stories
were lacking in brilliancy.

Mao Dun, who also wrote about ancient Chinese mythology, has
different opinions. He says:

Mythology ceased to grow in North China very early.... In my
opinion there were two causes: mythology becoming part of history and
the absence of great events that might have stirred the feelings of the
whole nation and called forth “poets of the mythological age”.
Mythology becoming part of history helped to preserve myths; but if
this process beéins too early, it will lead to the dying out of mythology.
By the time the Zhou Dynasty replaced the Shang, the mythology of
North China had probably been completely merged Into history, and was
no longer colourful ... After King Wu of the Zhou started the punitive
war against King Zhou of the Shang, there seemed to be no more
events great enough to call forth. “Poets of the mythologicat age”. . .
From King Wu to King Ping who moved the capital eastward, the people
In North China lived a life that was more like prose than epic, and the
primitive ‘myths circulating among the people could not be further
developed for lack of hew stimulus. It was only natural that they were
gradually dying out. During the Spring and Autumn Period and the
Warring States Period, soclal life was already realistic in character, the

age of mythology was too far away, and the wars and upheavals forced
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peoplel to be “practical rather than fanciful”. so that none of the
philosophers and scholars of North China: discussed mythology in their
debates.about philosophical and. political views. (A Preliminary Study of

Chinese Mythology )-

The views advanced by Lu Xun and Mao Dun together highlight
the main causes of the loss of ancient Chinese mythology. Fortunately,
many- classical works of the pre-Qin period and the Han Dynasties, such
as the Zhuangzi, the Liezi, the Huainanzi, the Chronicles by Zuo
Qiuming, Conversations from the States, and above all, the Book of
Mountains and Seas, contain fragments and excerpts of ancient mythical
stories, 'which make up a beautiful and fascinating part of our classical
literature.

In its broadest sense, we may assume that mythology includes all
tales about gods, ghosts, spirits, and monsters written by. people of all
ages. If we understand mythology or mythical stories in this broad way,
there are a large number of them left to us by writers of the past two
thousand years. Among them are many excellent works.

The writing of such stories began in the Wei and Jin Dynasties,
when various writers, infliienced by the alchemist’s ideas and Taoist and
Buddhist' superstitions, were intetested in inventing stories about gods
and ghosts, some of which show their unusual imagination and mastery
of the written language. This practice was continued in the next period,
the period of Southern and Northern Dynasties.

But the dawn of'fiction, in the true sense of the term, came much 11
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later, in the middle of the Tang Dynasty, when many well-known
writers and. poets went in for story-writing. Their stories have a wide
range of subject matter and themes, reflecting various aspects of human
nature, human relations and social life. In form they are not short notes
or anecdotes like the tales produced before them, but well-structured
stories ‘with interesting plots and vivid characters, often séveral thousand
words in length. Among them are many tales whose main characters are
gods, ghosts, or foxes.

Mythical stories of the Song Dynasty show strong influence of
Tang fiction, but hardly attain the Tang level. One achievement. in the
field of fiction worthy of special mention is the compilation of the great
Taiping Guangji or Extensive Records Compiled in the Taiping Years
(976—983), which is-a collection of about. seven thousand stories
published before and in the first years of the Song Dynasty. There are
altogether five hundred volumes, totalling nearly three million words.
The stories were selected from over three hundred books, many of
which have long been lost to us. A large portion of the seven thousand
stories are about, gods, deities; fairies, and ghosts.

In Song times there were stories written jin the vernacular, called
“notes for story-tellers”. In the Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties that
followed the best-known works of fiction were. novels in the vernacular,
such as Romance of the {Three Kingdoms, Water Margin, Pilgrimage
to the West, The Scholars, and Dreamr of the Red Mansions. The

popular short stories collected by Feng Menglong and Ling Mengchu



