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hapter 1 Prehistoric Myths

C hinese civilization is one of the oldest and most splendid cultures in the
world, which dates back to thousands of years ago. Similar to many
old civilizations, its early culture is integrated with legends and myths. As described
in mythology, Chinese civilization begins with Pangu, the creator of the universe,

and Niwa, the creator of mankind.

Pangu: According to legend,
in the beginning of the world, the
sky and the earth were not separa-
ted, and there was only darkness
and chaos. Our ancestor Pangu, a
giant, had been born and growing
up in it for 108 000 years. One
day, he suddenly woke up. Open-
ing the eyes, he found that every-
thing was blurred and invisible.
Angrily, he grasped an axe and
wielded it with an effort. With a
bang, the chaos was split all of a
sudden. The light and clear air
rose up to the sky, and the heavy
and turbid to the earth. After it,
Pangu propped up the sky with his
head and stepped on the ground
with his feet, fearing that they
might close. The sky increased its

height by 1 zhang daily, and the

earth sank by 1 zhang. Pangu
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grew with it. Thousands of years passed, the heaven and the earth finally separa-
ted, but he fell down exhaustedly.

Following his death, his breath turned into the wind and clouds, his voice the
thunder ; his eyes the sun and the moon. His four limbs and body became the four
quadrants of the globe, and his blood the rivers and his muscles and bones the
layers of the earth. His flesh became the soil, his hair and furs the stars, flowers
and frees. Even his sweat turned into rain and dew. Pangu created the rich and
beautiful world with his body.

Niiwa It is said that there was no man when the sky and the earth were sepa-
rated by Pangu. It was Nowa who made human beings after her own model with
yellow clay. From then on, man began to live in peace and happiness on the
earth. Unexpectedly, one year, the four-pillars supporting the heaven suddenly
collapsed and the earth cracked. A great fire raged; torrential water flooded all the
lands; fierce animals preyed on men. Then NUwa melted five-colored stones, u-
sing them to mend the cracks in the sky. To replace the broken pillars, she cut off
the four legs of a huge turtle and used them to support the fallen sky. Thus the sky
was patched up, its four corners were lifted, the flood was tamed, harmful ani-
mals were killed, and the innocent people were able to restore their happy lives.

Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors : Much information about the patriarchal
commune is documented in Chinese literature, like the “Records of the Grand His-
torian” and the “Bamboo Annals”. At the early stage of it, some excellent chief-
tains appeared. Among them, the most distinguished ones are Three Sovereigns
and Five Emperors. Though countries had not come info being at that time, these
rulers were regarded as semi-mythical sage-kings and moral exemplars. Tradition
considers one of them, Huang Di, as the ancestor of the Chinese people.

The Descendants of Yan and Huang :Shen Nong and Huang Di were the rep-
resentatives of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors. Shen Nong, also called
Yan Di, lived in the Jiang River valley and his surname was Jiang. He is credited
with the invention of farming and medication. He invented the wooden plow and
taught people the art of agriculture. By experimenting with various plants, he dis-
covered medicinal herbs and taught people how to treat diseases. Huang Di , also
called Xuan Yuan or You Xiong, lived in the Ji River valley, and his surname was
Ji. He is resourceful in invention as well as in war and is credited with the invention
of many things, like carts and boats, clothes, houses, writing, and silkworm
breeding and silk weaving. Wars urged the mixture and the assimilation of different

2


http://www.purpleculture.net

G753
g

mgEsE—pie W
Talk About China in English—History

9/
e-

tribes and eventually formed a tribal alliance of Huang Di and Yan Di; Huang Di b
came the chief. Tradition has it that Chinese civilization originates from the era of
Huang Di and Yan Di, for they are the ancestors of Chinese people, that is why the
Chinese call themselves the descendants of Yan and Huang.

Huang Di has been immortalized by the famous battle of Zhu Lu, where he
used a compass to locate his chief enemy Chi You and defeated him. Chi You was
killed in the battle, and this victory is believed to have prepared the way for a per-
manent Chinese settlement in the Middle Kingdom.

Abdication ; Hundreds of years after Sheng Nong and Huang Di, it is the peri-
od of Abdication in Chinese history. At that time, Yao, the chief of the tribal alli-
ance on the central plain, was old, and he selected Shun as his successor after a
careful observation. With the consent of all chieftains, Shun was placed to the
throne. Following suit, Shun passed the throne to Yu. Abdication is the traditional
election system in the time of tribal commune, historically called the Age of Abdica-
tion.

Yu the Great and the Flood:Yu is the hero of controlling flood. It is said that
in the reign of Yao and Shun, the overrunning flood was mischievous, so Yao as-
signed Gun to regulate it. Gun failed with embankment and was killed by Shun.
Then, Shun recruited Yu, Gun’s son, to continue the work. Spending a backbreak-
ing thirteen years and bypassing his house three times but never going in, Yu
dredged new river channels as outlets, guiding water to river and river to sea. This
not only eliminated the flood, but contributed to the development of agriculture. Yu
was revered as Yu the Great for his achievement and selected fo succeed to the
throne by Shun.
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he Xia Dynasty is the first dynasty depicted in both Records of the Great

T Historian and Bamboo Annals , which record the names of seventeen

kings over fourteen generations from about the 21st B. C. to the 16th century B. C.
or a little earlier to the 16th century B. C. . However, the Xia Dynasty had been con-
sidered as a myth for lacking of archaeological evidence till 1928, when scientific
excavations were made at early bronze-age sites at Anyang, Henan province.
Since then, especially in the 1960s and 1970s, archaeologists have uncovered ur-
ban sites, bronze implements, and tombs that point to the existence of Xia civiliza-
tion in the same locations cited in ancient Chinese historical texts. At minimum , the
Xia Dynasty period marked an evolutionary stage between the late Neolithic age
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and the typical Chinese urban civilization of the Shang Dynasty.

The Xia Dynasty is traditionally supposed to begin with Yu the Great and end
with the tyrant, Jie. During the reign of Yu, the county had emerged with the de-
velopment of productivity and the class distinction. All vassals paid tribute to Yu,
and he was actually the king. The title of the state was Xia, and the capital was in
Yang City (the present Dengfeng in Henan). The Xia people lived on loess plains
formed by alluvial deposits suitable for primitive farming. Their territory reached the
center and the north of modern Henan and the south and west of Shanxi. Since
then, Chinese history entered its first class society—the slave society. The Xia Dy-
nasty lasted more than 400 years with 17 monarchs over 14 generations.
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The Foundation of the
Slave State

ccording to the documents, when Yu was old, he selected Bo Yi, a

A chieftain of Dongyi tribe, as the successor. However, after his death,

Qi, the son of Yu, seized the throne, and killed Bo Yi. From then on, the period of
Abdication came to an end, while the hereditary monarchy started. Yu of the Xia
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called in all the vassals to the capital Yangzhai to celebrate his inauguration at Jun- V(é
tai in order to get the recognition of them. This indicated that the reign of the Xia
had been established. After the succession, Qi wiped out You Hu Shi tribe at the
battle of Gan, then won the battle of Xihe and killed Wuguan, which contributed to
the consolidation of his reign. Qi finally became the king who had unified the coun-
try. The foundation of Xia is a turning point in Chinese history.

For a long time, the knowledge about the Xia had been based on ancient doc-
uments for lack of written records from the Xia, including kings, officials, army,
penal code and prisons. Nowadays, large-scale palaces, tombs, as well as
bronze vessels were excavated at Erlitou Village in Yanshi County Henan Province,
which reflect the information on the politics, economy, culture and social life of the
Xia Dynasty.

State System: The Xia was built on the ruin of primitive commune system. In
the process of its disintegration, the patriarchy began to confront with the com-
mune system, whereas the hereditary kingship and nobility evolved on the base of
the patriarchy. All levels of nobles still maintained the original blood relationship,
distinguishing surnames strictly. Accordingly, clan relationship was set respectively.

Though followed the old clan system, the agnation focused on the patriarchy,
and defined a noble rank and status according to their positions in the family hierar-
chy and kinship.

State Organs: The Xia is a slave-owning state. The establishment of hereditary
monarchy eliminated the function of the tribe as an organization representing the
will of its members and taking care of its own affairs. What was emerging instead
was a state apparatus on which one class ruling over another. Slave owners evol-
ving from clan nobles were in dominant position and the mass laborers were
slaves. The king, also called “Tianzi” (the son of God) had all kinds of officials re-
sponsible for various affairs. The Xia Dynasty by then had not only erected city
walls, but also established its own army, penal code and prisons. Xiatai was the
most notorious one. It is said that Tang, the king of the Shang Dynasty had been
incarcerated there.
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