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PREFACE

(D)

Ancient Chinese myths were not recorded in a systematic
way in any work, and, as a result, only fragments of them are
extant today. As for the causes, Lu Xun says in 4 Short His-
tory of Chinese Fiction:

Two causes have been given for the fact that
only fragments 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 practi-
cal rather than fanciful, and were therefore unable
to collect ancient legends and produce a great
work. Second, after Confucius, who taught people
10 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 Confucian scholars. Thus ancient
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 dis-
tinction between gods and ghosts. There 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 beliets

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 ancncnt 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 begins 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 colour-
fulL... After King Wu of the Zhou started the puni-
tive war against King Zhou of the Shang, there
seemed to be no more events great enough to call
forth “poets of the mythological 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 primi-
tive myths circulating among the peopie could not
be further developed for lack of new stimulus. It
“was only natural that they were gradually dying
out. During the Spring and Autumn Period and the
Warring States Period, social life was already
realistic in character, the age of mythology was
too far away, and the wars and upheavals forced

- people to be ‘‘practical rather than fanciful”,
that none of the philosophers and scholars of
North China discussed mythology in their debates



about philosophical and political views. (4 Prelim-
inary 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, Conver-
sations 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 sgnse, 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 largcﬂ 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, influenced by the alchemist’s
ideas and Taoist and Buddhist superstitions, were interested
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 later, in the middle of the Tang Dynasty, when
many well-known writers and poets went 1n 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
several 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 influ-
ence of Tang fiction, but hardly attain the Tang level. One
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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 alto-
gether 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 in the verna- -
cular, 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 Dream of the Red Mansions. The popular short
stories collccted by Feng Menglong and Ling Mengchu are
also written in the vernacular.

In the early period of the Qing Dynasty there appeared
an anthology of short mythical stories written in the classical
style — Strange Stories from Happiness Studio by Pu Song-
ling. For some time it was a most popular book, praised and
liked by many people. After Pu, Ji Yun, who presided over
the compilation of the Siku Quanshu (Complete Collection of
Written Works Divided into Four Stores), wrote a book ent-
itled Notes from a Thatched House, which includes anecdotes,
rumours and tales about gods, foxes and ghosts. Mythical
stories written in the ancient style continued to appear after Ji
Yun, but very few of them were influential or popular.

@

Scholars and critics have written about the special fea-
tures of Chinese mythology. Among the most obvious are:

1. Mythical stories are entwined with history. The his-
tory of the long period before recorded history began is partly

11



based on legend, which is interwoven with mythology. Such
ancient heroes and leaders as Fuxi, Shennong, Huangdi (the
Yellow Emperor) and Yu are both historical figures accord-
ing to legend and important characters in mythical storjes.
Even King Wen, King Wu and Jiang Taigong of the Zhou
Dynasty arc in some way connected with mythology, because
they were said to have won their cause with the help of many
gods. As has been mentioned, ancient mythology was to a
great extent made historical. On the other hand, ancient his-
tory was to a certain extent made mythical.

2. They sing the praises of labour and creation. There
are many such stcries: Suiren producing fire by drilling in
wood; Fuxi making nets for catching fish and animals by
imitating the web of spiders, Shennong tasting all kinds of
grass and plants; Houji teaching people to grow crops; Yu
taming the floods, just to mention a few. Mythical stories
written after the Wei and Jin Dynasties describe, among other
things, clever craftsmen who have unusual wisdom and skills.

3. They extol perseverance and self-sacrifice. One typicail
example is the story of Gun and Yu trying to tame the
floods. Gun steals the “growing earth” from the Heavenly
God with which to stop the floods, but the god has him killed.
Out of his belly Yu is born, who continues his cause. Yu goes
through countless hardships, remains unmarried until he is
thirty, and leaves his wife only four days after their wedding
to fight the floods, and finally brings them under control.
“The Foolish Old Man Removes the Mountains” is valuable
because it extols the industry and perseverance of ordinary
labouring people. .

4. They praise rebellion against oppression. One such
story is about a boy whose eyebrows are one foot apart.
Ganjiang, who is good at making swords, is killed by the king
of Chu. His son Chibi is determined to take revenge. For this
he kills himself so that a friend may take his head to see the
king and then kill him. Another story tells how Han Ping’s.
wife, after being seized by the king of Song, commits suicide
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