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Chapter

One

The Classic of Mountains and
Seas and the Beginning of
Chinese Legends of Seas
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In ancient times, Gonggong, the God of Water, in anger, knocked his
head against Buzhou Mountain, one of the pillars that held up the sky. He broke
the pillar in half causing one corner of the earth to collapse. In order to save
her people, Niiwa, Mother of the Earth, smelted rocks of five colours and used
them to patch up the sky. Then she used the feet of a giant turtle to prop up
the four corners of the sky. Yet the universe was unable to restore its balance.
Consequently, the rivers converged and transformed into a vast ocean.

After that, the sea gods appeared. The Classic of Mountains and Seas®
portrays Yuguo, the god of the East Sea; Butinghuyu, the god of the South Sea;
Yanzi, the god of the West Sea; and Yugiang, the god of the North Sea. Thirteen
of eighteen volumes of The Classic of Mountains and Seas are dedicated to the
seas (Classic of the Seas) and are the origin of numerous Chinese sea myths.
The Classic of Mountains and Seas has had a profound influence on Chinese
marine culture. It is a reflection of our ancestors’ perception of and longing
for the ocean. It also embodies a strong humanistic spirit and highlights the
distinctive features of marine culture. The Classic of Mountains and Seas
recounts the story of Yugiang, a god with the head of a human and the body
of a bird, who lived on an island in the middle of the North Sea. He hung two
green snakes on his ears and trod two red snakes under his feet.

According to the story of Yuqiang, a bottomless ravine known
as Guixu was believed to be lying hundreds of millions of 1i® east of

Bohai Sea. In this ravine, there were five mountains: Mount Daiyu,

The Classic of Mountains and Seas or Shan Hai Jing,
formerly romanized as the Shan-hai Ching, is a
Chinese classic text and a compilation of mythic
geography and myth. It is largely a fabulous
geographical and cultural account of pre-Qin China
as well as a collection of Chinese mythology. The
book is divided into eighteen sections; it describes
over 550 mountains and 300 channels.
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Mount Yuangiao, Mount Fanghu, Mount Yingzhou and Mount
Penglai. These majestic mountains were 30,000 Ii each in both height
and circumference. The circumference of the plateau at the top (of
each mountain) was nearly 9,000 /i and a distance of up to 70,000 Ii
separated one mountain from the other. The mountains were the abode
of many immortals and saints who lived a carefree and happy life and
also relished the company of good wine, savory dishes, rare birds and
beasts. But the mountains were not rooted to the bottom of the sea.
As a result, they were very unstable and continuously floated up and
down with the waves. The immortals were distressed, so they reported
the situation to the Emperor of Heaven. The Emperor of Heaven was
worried because the immortals would lose their homes if the five
mountains drifted away.

At that moment, the Emperor of Heaven thought of Yugiang
who not only governed the North Sea, but also dominated the wind.
He could transform himself into a roc and by flapping his wings, raise
waves up to 3,000 /i. Then riding the wind, he could fly up to a height
of 90,000 /i. Since Yugiang had such divine powers, the Emperor of
Heaven sent him, together with 15 giant turtles, to solve the problem.
Under Yuqiang’s leadership, the giant turtles bore the fairy mountains
with their heads to prevent them from dfifting apart. A total of 15 giant
turtles were divided into five groups, three for one fairy mountain.
Three turtles supported the fairy mountains in turns with each turn
lasting 60,000 years. As a result, the mountains became stable, and the
fears of the immortals and saints abated.

Unfortunately, their peace of mind did not last long. It is said

that there was a country called Longbo close to the mountains.
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Longbo was a country of giants. One day, out of boredom, a giant
from Longbo walked a few steps out of his country and ended up in
the fairy mountains. He fished out six giant turtles and returned home
joyfully. Without the support of the giant turtles, Mount Daiyu and
Mount Yuangiao drifted to the extreme north and gradually sank to
the bottom of the sea. The Emperor of Heaven was so infuriated that
he punished the whole country. But the damage had been done. At that
point, there were only three mountains left: Mount Fanghu, Mount
Yingzhou and Mount Penglai.

Although Yugiang had unimaginable magical powers, he was
unable to solve the problem once and for all. The immortals appeared
to continue living a leisurely life even though they had deep regrets. As
humdrum as the mortals life may have been, they could still create their
own legends of the seas. An example is the story Jingwei Determined to
Fill up the Sea narrated in The Classic of Mountains and Seas.

Niiwa® was the youngest daughter of Emperor Yan® . She was
bright. She was lovely. She was the apple of her father’s eye. One day,
she was sailing alone in the East Sea. Unfortunately, a storm caused her
boat to capsize and she drowned.

But Niiwa did not resign herself to her fate. Her spirit turned into
a bird called Jingwei. Jingwei looked like a crow but had a colourful
head, a white beak and two red claws. When the bird sang, it sounded
like it was yelling its own name.

Jingwei lived on a mountain located in the north. The mountain

was covered with cudrana trees. It was called Fajiu Mountain. The bird

This Niwa (Z &) is different from Niwa (Z8&) in
the beginning of the story. Same PINYIN, but different
Chinese characters.

The Emperor Yan ( % & ) or the Flame Emperor was a B
legendary ancient Chinese ruler in pre-dynastic times. Qi) thikms
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would often carry bits of twigs and stones all the way from the West
Mountain to the East Sea in a determined effort to fill up the pitiless
East Sea.

In order to achieve her goal, Jingwei mated with petrel and gave
birth to young birds. The females looked like Jingwei while the males
looked like petrel. In spite of the tempestuous sea, Jingwei worked
relentlessly day after day because she had her eyes set on her goal. After
Jingwei died, her offsprings continued the mission.

What Jingwei had done shocked the gods above. The God of
Water, Gonggong, admired Jingwei’s perseverance so much that he
diverted floodwaters to wash the soil on the plateau into the sea.
The East Sea was afraid that one day, it would be filled by Jingwei’s
offsprings , so, using its tides, it pushed the soil to the shore. The soil
was deposited on the shore in the form of a tidal flat. Later, people
expanded and transformed the tidal flat into a fertile farmland which
nurtured their later generations.

The legend of Jingwei shows the fragility of life and the might of
the ocean, but it also praises Jingwei's indomitable spirit of resistance.
It encourages people to move towards the ocean in order to explore
the unknown. This story has had a dominant influence in China by
becoming the source of many poems. Tao Yuanming, a poet of the

Eastern Jin Dynasty (AD317 — 420), wrote the following famous lines:

Jingwei, who was drowned in the violent sea,
Carries twigs to fill it by degree.

Xingtiann, who was beheaded by the god,
Protests by waving his huge shield and rod.

Xingtian: Xingtian vied with the Emperor of Heaven
for the leadership. As a result, the Emperor of Heaven
beheaded him and buried him on Mount Changyang.
Using his nipples as eyes and navel as mouth, Xingtian %
still wielded his battleaxe and shield, dancing wildly. Qg ) WhiGmEE
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In addition, the story has been adapted for script, TV dramas,
cartoons, songs, picture books, as well as oil paintings. All of these
creations have been very popular with the Chinese people.

Besides the story of the Sea God, Yuqiang, and Jingwei, The Classic
of Mountains and Seas contains a large number of other Chinese sea
myths. The Classic of Mountains and Seas, which is an extraodinarily
special book both in ancient and modern society, has had significant
influence all over the world. The profound impact of this book has been
demonstrated in a variety of forms including the narrative essay of the
Chinese writer Lu Xun, Ah Chang and The Classic of Mountains and
Seas; the screenplay of the Chinese-French dramatist Gao Xingjian,
The Biography of The Classic of Mountains and Seas; the recently aired
television series The Classic of Mountains and Seas; the Japanese The
Pictures of Strange Birds and Animals in the Edo period; and the field
exploration and investigation conducted by the American scholar Dr.
Mertz in accordance with the book. This influence stems from people’s
worship and yearn for the ancient sea gods. The unyielding spirit of the
common people who fought against the ocean has been passed down
from one generation to another.

We cannot overlook the cultural influence when appreciating
stories of sea gods. Thousands of years of agrarian civilization
contributed to the shaping of a corresponding concept of space which
helped the Chinese civilization to systematically integrate the ocean
into a predominantly agrarian lifestyle. Therefore, all of the four
sea gods can be traced back to the concept of space espoused in the
agrarian culture. Ancient Greece, the origin of western civilization,

had a strong relationship with marine culture right from its inception.
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