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Abstract: This paper offers an original and systematic explanation of the roles animals played in the main Chinese
flood myths. It investigates the significance of their roles as a signifying exponent of the flood myth repertoire as they
were recorded from high antiquity to early imperial times in the hope of deepening our understanding of the interesting
and peculiar roles animals played in culture, politics, and human—-animal relationship on the one hand, and myth nar-
ratives on the other. They are classified into four main categories: animals as causes of the flood, animals as the em-
bodiment of the flood, animals as obstacles, and animals as assistants. And it is argued that these roles reveal how hu-
mans perceive their relationship with the animals.
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1. Introduction

Tales of the flood are one of the fascinating categories of stories found in almost all cultures in the world and
might also be the most studied genre of stories in all world mythologies. They were popular in the earliest stage of
human society, and their charm has proven to be amazingly everlasting to this day. Dundes ( 1988) in his book
has had a comprehensive and insightful discussion of the flood myth as a worldwide phenomenon and has inspired
research in both a global and local context.

However, serious scholarship on the Chinese flood myth emerged relatively late and was not even known to
the general public in China before the introduction of the concept of western mythology in the late 19th and early
20th centuries. In this regard, the Gushibian ( Critiques of Ancient History) school has been pioneering in recog-
nizing the elements of mythology that was generally believed to be genuine ancient history, which has facilitated
later scholars’ research and discussions on Chinese flood myths. But generally speaking, scholars affiliated with
this school were more occupied with identifying individual mythic figures in historical writings than discussing the
significance of particular motifs such as the flood myth.

Amid the vestiges of classical Chinese myths, stories of controlling a great flood figure prominently. These

tales of taming the flood have provided a rich ground for contemplation on human society. Most studies on the
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flood myth have focused on individual figures. Anne Birrell in her seminal article complains that the significance
of Chinese flood myths is undervalued even by Sinologists. She even coins the term “benign neglect” for this
phenomenon: ““Although both these written or oral traditions have long been known to Chinese and Japanese
scholars and to Western Sinologists, it is true to say that the phenomenon of ‘benign neglect’ is generally mani-
fest in the study of Chinese flood myths” (Birrell 1997: 214). This paper proposes a new perspective, i.e., to
examine the roles of animals in prominent myth narratives to reexamine the significance of the Chinese flood
myth. Several important clarifications need to be discussed here first.

To begin with, this is not a scientific zoological or biological survey of animals. “Animals” in this paper are
defined as creatures or spirits that possess conspicuous animal features. Most of them discussed here are mythical
animals, which have supernatural powers or are associated with such, but are based on actual animals.

Second, it’s worth pointing out that there is not a coherent and systematic version of the so—called “Chinese
flood myth” but various versions of “flood myths” which share the records of or reference to a mythical event of
a past universal inundation, creating mayhem until suppressed by order. These records, though all in the form of
short fragments, constitute actually a quite large corpus of Chinese flood myths and are the origin of a lot of
differences, deviances, and contradictions. However, it is not the aim of this paper to “explain away” these tex-
tual problems to trace back or reconstruct a tricky original version of the flood myth. Rather, these written re-
cords, whatever their difference, are read primarily as evidence of the attitudes of the people of that period. The
criteria for the inclusion of flood myths are their prominence and relevance. As observed in Anne Birrell’s “The
Four Flood Myth Traditions of Classical China” and Mark Lewis’ The Flood Myths of Early China, there are
four main flood myths in classical China, discerned by their protagonists, namely Nii Gua, Gong Gong, Gun,
and Yu, which are “Zffy”, “I:T, “fif” and “&” respectively in Chinese. This paper is situated within the
four main flood myths. Chinese flood myths have so far had important insights into the political transition and
tension, social institutions, marriage, lineage and household, social hierarchy and division, and so forth. Lewis
(2006) provides an interesting and insightful philosophical and political reading of Chinese flood myths tradition.
However, pertinent to this paper, no effort has yet been made to systematically examine the roles animals played
in these flood myths, although they are all over the place if paid close attention to.

This paper intends to draw attention to the roles of animals in Chinese flood myths and shed light on the sig-
nificance of these roles. The first part is a short introduction. It reviews previous scholarship on Chinese flood
myths, especially the different approaches. It also discusses the significance of looking at the Chinese flood myth
repertoire from the specific perspective of the roles of animals in these narratives. The second part investigates
separately the four main roles of animals as the causes and embodiment of the flood and as obstacles and assis-
tants in the flood narrative. The last part is the brief conclusion, summarizing and reconfirming the main findings

of this paper.

2. Animals as Causes of the Flood

Scholars have long noted that, unlike the flood myth variants recorded in cuneiform clay tablets or in the
Hebrew Bible, Chinese flood myths have no obvious causes. It is not the divine punishment bestowed by a dissat-
isfied god for human’s evil deeds like in the famous Bible narrative, nor is it because humans simply have been
too noisy and annoying like in Gilgamesh. But among the remaining vestiges of Chinese mythology repertoire,

there are indications that it is animals that are responsible for instigating the great inundation in the first place.
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First, the Shanhaijing 1178 £8 ( The Book of Mountains and Seas), one of the most important primary
sources and a treasure house of classical Chinese myths, has recorded eight strange animals which are associated
with the emergence of the flood. These records all appear in the same syntax of “In the mountain X, there is the
beast Y. When Y is seen Z (the flood) will happen.” In Xishanjing P§1li4% ( The Book of Western Mountains),
for example, it makes a note of a certain strange bird Manman %% from the mountain of Chongwu %% that is
capable of bringing forth a flood:

S A NS ORI S M —3— H AR, 44 LR UK ROK, (Yuan 1980: 34)

My translation: In the mountain of Chongwu, there is a kind of bird whose figure is like a wild duck
but has only one wing and one eye and has to be paired to fly. Its name is Manman. When it is seen, there
will be a flood in the world. (The English translation is mine unless otherwise indicated)

The link between a certain animal and the flood, as recorded in the Shanhaijing can be summarized in the
chart below.

Section of Occurrence

M tain X Beast Y Out Z
ountain eas utcome in the Shanhaijing
) Xishanjing( % L 48 )
» . Flood in th 1d “ LAl X
Chongwu % & Manman ¢ 4 00 H,l, ¢ wor LA ( The Book of Western
TRK .
Mountains)

Changyou & 4

Changyou & &

Flood in the provinces and
counties “ LA ZRHR K K7

Nanshanjing( &1L 42 ) ( The Book of
Southern Mountains)

seen “ FLAIH & KK”

) Dongshanjing
. Flood in th 1d “ FLAl &
Kongsang = & Lingling #>#5 ,FO;; 7}3’1’ e wor LAl (@ BIE:
(The Book of Eastern Mountains)
. Dongshanjing
. Flood in th 1d “ FLAT R ~
Shanshan |1 Heyu &~ _FO;: 7Jin, e wor ! (@ BT
(The Book of Eastern Mountains)
. . Zhongshanjing
" . Flood in th h t _
Ao’an #& F Fuzhu X 3% 0 “1;;“]&;;151\’;;?6 e Qi)
seen LS
= (The Book of Middle Mountains)
. . Xishanjing
. Flood in th h t _
Guishan .1 Yuanyang % % sez;) “1; gn]e_;tagakvz;’:’re s (oL &Yy
e (The Book of Western Mountains)
. . Xishanjing
’ Flood in the kingd: h ~
Yushan %0 Shengyu & .t700 n . ;EI]I;% n;iz;::n (L gy
it’s seen N .
(The Book of Western Mountains)
. . Zhongshanjing
Flood in th h t
Yangshan 5L Chihu =¥ oo¢ 1 the area where 1ts (PaLgg)

(The Book of Middle Mountains)

Table 1: A table on the textual link between the appearance of a certain animal and the flood

Although there’s no way of determining whether the flood mentioned in these records is the flood in the uni-
versal flood myth, we can, however, be certain that the compilers of this “myth book™ no doubt associate the
flood with certain animals appearing in the human world or simply to be seen by human beings. Among the eight
notes listed above, the beasts residing in the mountains Changyou %47, Ao’ an %{/¥, Guishan ’1li, Yangshan

F% 111 unmistakably have the power of wreaking havoc in human territory, indicated by the place references Jun
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xian fif5% (provinces and counties), Yi £ (areas or states) and Guo [#(kingdoms or states). The rest three re-
cords refer to the place Tianxia X I (world), which literally translates as “under the sky”. Although the term is
very likely used here as a synonym for kingdom or state and also refers to the human habitat, it is hard to ascer-
tain due to the lack of context.

The significance of these records lies not only in stating that animals have the power of bringing forth floods
but more importantly also in making the innuendoes that the disaster represented by the flood in a mythological
sense is a conflict between beasts and humans, as surmised by the compilers of the Shanhaijing of what had hap-
pened in the high antiquity. These references are perspicuous in bearing witness to the beasts intruding into the
human realm, substantiating the role of animals as the causes of the flood, hence the disorder it brings and repre-
sents. It is also worth noting that in the whole Shanhaijing, the encyclopedia of strange lands, people, plants,
and stones, animals only are endowed with such impressive power of authoring the flood.

In addition to these strange animals only related to the flood in the Shanhaijing, there are also strong indica-
tions in the main flood myth repertoire that Gong Gong, one of the central flood figures, is also identified as the
originator of the flood as an aquatic creature. Though only vestiges of the original scenario are left to us in texts,
extant records would suffice to corroborate the theory that Gong Gong caused complete mayhem in the world by
creating the great flood.

In the Huainanzi R4 ¥, another important source for Chinese myths and generally believed to be compiled
in the early Han dynasty, there are at least two places that depict Gong Gong as the creator of the flood: “In the
time of Shun, Gong Gong stirred up the waters into a rampant flood that ran against the Hollow Mulberry”
(Lewis 2006: 57). And in a different section, “Gong Gong caused the watery disaster, as a result, Zhuanxu kill-
ed him” (Chen 2012: 673).

Although no explicit accounts are given as to how Gong Gong caused the flood exactly, according to other
accounts related to the mythic figure Gong Gong, it is highly likely that he did it by butting the mythic Mt. Bu
Zhou, a pillar connecting the heaven and earth. Also in the Huainanzi, there is a similar account:

W A TR T P 2w R AN 2 1l RAET, M4, RAEPEIE i H A B IR ; WA R RS
HK P BESRBRES . (Chen 2012: 522)

My translation: Long ago, Gong Gong battled with Zhuan Xu to become Thearch. In his anger, he but-
ted against Mt. Buzhou. Heaven’s pillar broke and Earth’s cord snapped. Heaven tilted toward the north-
west, so the sun, moon, stars, and planets moved in that direction. Earth was left unfilled in the southeast,
so the watery floods and the silted soil tend in that direction.

When dealing with the story of the great flood, other major classical texts are coherent in mentioning the
very unnatural act of “water flows backward”. For example, the Book of Mencius tells us that “In the time of
Yao, the water flowed backward and flooded the middle kingdom” ( Yang 2010: 128). The specific phrase “wa-
ter flows backward” also appears in another passage in Mencius:

B HEPIRE, MR I P R 24 ENIK, JKIYAT BB Z #0K . (Yang 2010: 301)

My translation: A long time ago, the Dragon Gate was not opened, the Lii Range was not yet passed,
and the Yellow River [flowed] over the Meng Gate. Great deluge flows backward... Its name is flooded.
When water flows backward, it is called a flood.

When pieced together with the story of Gong Gong butting the Mt. Bu Zhou as mentioned above, it is clear
that “water flows backward” should be the result of this act and further corroborates that he is the cause of the

flood. We can see from these three excerpts that “water flowing backward” is a highly unnatural act of nature that
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embeds the idea of a state of chaos, although no further explanation is given as to why the chaos came into being
in the first place.

If the link between Gong Gong and the cause of the flood can be soundly established, then what is Gong
Gong to be exact? William G. Boltz proposes in his seminal article “Kung Kung and the Flood” that phonetically
Gong Gong has the same roots as snakes or dragons: “The two—character phrase she lung ¢ #E  snakes and drag-
ons’ that we noted in the second Mencius passage I would like to suggest is in origin a dimidiation and semantici-
zation of the same root of Kung Kung, meaning ‘ wanton/ disorder’” (Boltz 1981: 151).

Textual evidence abounds in identifying Gong Gong as an aquatic creature. Several sources recognize him as
a hybrid of human and snake (or dragon). Lushi { #5) (History of the Way) mentions that “Gong Gong has a
human face, a snake body, and red hair”(Luo 1936: 692). Zuo Zhuan {/cf8) (Zuo’s Commentary) points out
that “Gong Gong has a son called Gou Long” ( Yang 2009: 276). The first record indicates that Gong Gong is a
mythical hybrid spirit, with a human face but in the form of a snake (or dragon). It’s no wild conjecture that the
image of Gong Gong comes ultimately from the image of a water creature like a snake. It might be the projection
of the idea that people would once believe such mythical beasts could be capable of creating watery mayhem.
And in the last instance, Gong Gong’s attributed son has the name long #E in it, indicating a close relationship

with these two.

3. Animals as Embodiment of the Flood

When it comes to the main flood myth narratives, the role of animals as the embodiment of the flood itself
becomes more eminent, especially in the narratives surrounding the mythical figure Gong Gong and Gun fiZ.

Illuminating in the case of identifying Gong Gong as an embodiment of the flood can be found in Yaodian
(ZEHLY (The Book of Yao). There the Sovereign Lord Yao asks his advisor Huandou 5#Y# to recommend some-
one capable of running the state. This certain Huandou proposes Gong Gong, but the advice is turned down as
Yao believes that Gong Gong is reverent only in appearance but is in fact subversive.

I BRI, RANE R, WHE LK DR, SSTIOK O, SR R R . (Qu 2011:
42)

Lewis’ translation: Ah, quiet in words, but his acts are contrary. He seems respectful but floods ram-
pant to Heaven. Thearch [Yao] said, “Alas, Four peaks, swishing and swirling, and the great flood now
destroys. Surging and shaking, it enfolds mountains and surmounts hills. Rushing and limitless, it floods
rampant to Heaven”. (Lewis 2006: 64)

As William Boltz (1981: 142) famously observed, the specific phrase in this passage, “run rampant to
Heaven”, as clearly a negative description, applies not only to Gong Gong but also to the flood itself. The repeti-
tion of the same phrase within the same passage and context basically rules out the possibility of textual coinci-
dence. So this short passage is revealing in identifying that Gong Gong is, in fact, the symbol and embodiment
of the flood itself.

Besides this phrase “run rampant to Heaven”, the character yin £ (excess), which also appears many times
in flood myth narrative, also discloses that both Gong Gong and Gun are closely related to the flood. In most dis-
courses on flood myths, the word yin is applied to the description of the character of Gong Gong and Gun, used
to criticize their personal deficit and their way of dealing with the flood. Take the passage from Guoyu { [BzE)

(The Discourses on States) as an example:
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FIL TRt BL TS AR R A I B L KR, SRR AR HE R B, wEL It
L LT R SHASR RO RBE AL T8 SEISRZ 1. (Chen 2013: 402)

Lewis’ translation: But long ago, Gong Gong renounced this Way. Taking pleasure in self—indulgent
and losing himself in excess, he desired to block up all the rivers, lower the high ground to fill in the low
places, and thereby ruin the world. August Heaven did not bless him, the common people did not help
him, calamities arose on all sides, and so Gong Gong was destroyed... Gun, lord of Chong, spread his i-
dea of excess, so he repeated the error of Gong Gong. And Yao had him killed in the mountain of Yu.
(Lewis 2006: 56)

In almost all the versions of the Gong Gong flood narratives, he is depicted as a malefactor who is associat-
ed with chaos and needs to be taken care of. It is clear from the negative description of Gong Gong that the char-
acter yin means excess and self —indulgence and closely resembles the description of the flood itself. Birrell
(1997: 234) rendered the character yin as “sexual excess” and “sexual libido”, but judging from the context of
the occurrences of this character in the narrative, it has nothing to do with sex but only indicates a state of excess.
So just like the phrase “run rampant to Heaven”, it is another elucidating indication that the malefactor in the
flood myth symbolizes the flood itself.

The same analysis also goes to Gun, who is phonetically related to Gong Gong and much alike Gong Gong
is another famous malefactor in classical Chinese flood myths. Both are rebellious, most famously represented by
Gong Gong defying the sovereign god and Gun stealing the Xirang S} ( self—growing earth) from the sovereign
god without consent. Both have conspicuous animal (aquatic to be exact) features and perform physical transfor-
mations into animals. And both are portrayed as the chaos bringer or failure. In fact, the striking similarity be-
tween these two figures has long led scholars to suspect that they might be the same character in the primordial

flood myth. It is clearly no mere speculation that both can be credited to be the embodiment of the flood.

4. Animals as Obstacles

The third interesting role of animals discerned in flood myths is as the obstacles in the course of heroic fig-
ures taming the flood. The best examples are found in the myths of Yu the Great. In plenty of myths surrounding
Yu, he is celebrated above all for having successfully contained the flood and ended the sufferings of humans. Yu
is challenged to clear the dreadful obstacles represented by the defiant dragons and snakes in this strenuous
process. The best example can be found in the Mencius passage:

IR KT R B, WeERE R RAERTE, PE &S, EERER, BHHEKER, WK
& ok, SR, Sy i BRI R TR K i ATV e T R, BeRH BRI S ER
ZENEW RN LR Z . (Yang 2010: 158)

Lewis’ translation: In the time of Yao, the waters reversed their course and overflowed the middle
kingdoms so that snakes and dragons dwelt there. The people had no fixed dwellings, so those in lower re-
gions made nests in trees, while those in higher ones lived in mountain caves. The Documents’ saying,
“The floods are a warning to me”, refers to this inundation. [Yao] had Yu put it in order. Yu dredged out
the land and channeled the rivers to the sea. He expelled the snakes and dragons to the grassy swamps. The
movement of the water outward from the land formed the Jiang, Huai, Han, and Yellow Rivers. As the
dangers were removed to the distant regions, the harm of the snakes and dragons vanished. Only then were

people able to obtain level land to dwell on. (Lewis 2006: 33)
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In this famous account, the clash between beasts and humans is imminent. The flood brings a collapse of the
distinction between these separate groups, and beasts like snakes and dragons intrude into the human domain and
take up habitat. Yu was trying to reintroduce the distinction between humans and animals and rebuild the human
territory and civilization. And naturally, in this undertaking Yu has to “expel[ led] the snakes and dragons to the
grassy swamps” until “the dangers were removed to the distant regions, the harm of the snakes and dragons van-
ished”.

The Huainanzi and Liishi Chungiu «i= [CFFKk» (Annals of Master Lii) are consistent in pinning down the
sabotage by a yellow dragon, only to be scared away by the determined and undaunted Yu:

AT T AR P 2 NI @, &Y ERETMIAG . 2w it K i i 85 B R, A
o, SEERL (T A AT A7 HEREGHESE  BA (A HE )T s 1Mk . (Chen 2012: 366)

My translation: Yu toured the southern provinces. When crossing the Yangtze River, a yellow dragon
clutched the boat. Passengers in the boat lost control of their five senses. Yu laughed and said, “1 am sent
by Heaven and devote myself to laboring for all my people. To live is to sojourn. To die is to go back
(where | came from). Why should | be worried? ” [Yu] regarded the dragon like a gecko and didn’ t
change his facial expression. Then the dragon hung down its ears, lowered its tail, and ran away.

AMA, TP AR, AP AN I, SRR B2tk i Use N, At
38, vt RTEREER? EAEMEM#T, (Ji2014: 102)

My translation: Yu toured southern provinces. When crossing the Yangtze River, a yellow dragon
clutched the boat. Passengers in the boat lost control of their five senses. Yu looked up at the sky and
sighed, “I am sent by Heaven and devote myself to saving people. To live is nature. To die is destiny. Why
should | be worried about the dragon?” Then the dragon hung down its ears, lowered its tail, and ran a-
way.

These two accounts have vividly portrayed a righteous and courageous Yu, whose moral integrity, expressed
through his speech, makes the yellow dragon ashamed and escape willingly out of shame and fear ( “hung down
its ears, lowered its tail”). But in the extraordinary time of great flood and catastrophic sufferings, Yu also de-
ploys extraordinary methods, i.e. the merciless execution, to ensure his engineering project runs smoothly. The
local gazette of Wushan Ak Il contains an entry on how Yu’s meticulousness and intolerance towards mistakes
earned the name of a local place:

e B A, e AR TR I, — BT KIE , B9 Z . (Yuan 1985: 367)

My translation: The Zhan long tai ( dragon slaughtering platform) lies 80 li southwest of the district...
Legend has it that when King Yu was controlling the flood and passed this place, a dragon went on the
wrong channel. So it was executed.

This record also hints at the large scale of Yu’s animal construction team, which must have contained at
least lots of dragons, led probably by the famous Responding Dragon. Besides the minor legend of Zhan long tai,
the most famed animal obstacle in the way of Yu controlling the flood is probably the snake figure malefactor
Xiangliu. See, for example, the record in the Shanhaijing:

T ZEEAMIR, JUE , VR T Ui, A Z B, IR A8 55 . BRSO, L i, A n] RIS 38
Bz, A= AR A 2 s, R Bz AL, BRI R, A, JUE NE L BT . (Yuan 1980:
198)

Lewis’ translation: Gong Gong’s servant was named Xiangliu. He had nine heads to eat at all Nine

Mountains. Whatever Xiangliu touched became marshes and valleys. Yu killed Xiangliu, but his blood was
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putrefied, so no seeds could be planted [in land touched by the blood]. Yu dug it out to a depth of 3 rens
[about 4.8 meters], flushed it out three times, and then took it [the dug up soill and made the towers of
all the thearchs which lay to the north of Kunlun....Xiangliu had nine heads with human faces and the body
of a blue—green snake. (Lewis 2006: 77)

Although no direct textual evidence pinpoints Yu’s executing of Xiangliu to the flood, the links are, howev-
er, well established. First, as the Mencius passage indicates, the animal obstacles in the flood myth are represen-
ted by the “snakes and dragons”. And Xiangliu in the Shanhaijing is certainly a snake figure, with “nine heads
with human faces, and the body of a blue—green snake”. Second, Xiangliu is the servant or minister (chen )
of the famous flood malefactor Gong Gong, and Gong Gong connects with the flood narrative. Moreover, textu-
ally the description that “whatever Xiangliu touched became marshes and valleys” suggests his ability to use or
take advantage of the flood to consume dry land and thus human territory and drag the world into a watery mess.
So naturally, he is the archenemy and obstacle of Yu since his project is mainly to fill up these lowlands. Yu’s
killing Xiangliu is the decrypted clash between the two ideals of order and chaos. So not surprisingly, in his labo-
rious journey to contain the flood, the triumph of Yu necessitates the execution of Xiangliu.

Not directly related to the Yu myth but run almost parallel in motif and basic plot of killing dragons to tame
the water is the myth of the fathers and son Li Bing and Er Lang. Li Bing is a historical figure famous for his wa-
ter diverting engineering work of Dujiangyan #B71.}&. The myths surrounding Li Bing and his son are likely to
have been inspired by the myth of Yu, the flood tamer and has become a local variant of the Yu myth over time.
Worth noting in this regard is a passage on their great deeds:

FKAAR Z 8 AR Z N PO B W R AR AR NI R 2 A A 7, AT 3R din i, 497K
AR BEBUR AT BRdE R SR, o TR A AT -+ (Yuan 1980: 171)

My translation: In a time of extraordinary hardship, there will be extraordinary people. The merciful
Heaven loves humans. This is often the case and not only [shown] in Li [ Bing] and his son. He and his son
dived [into the river] to fight the Jiao dragon, went face to face with the River God, buried the stone bull
...In dealing with gods and evil spirits and driving away snakes and dragons, [their deeds] follow the trace
of Yu the Great... Er Lang carried out the order of his father and killed the Jiao dragon.

Though comparatively late in time, the text itself has compared Li Bing and Er Lang to Yu the great flood
tamer (“follow the trace of Yu the Great”), in which we again see reference to the driving away of “snakes and
dragons™, which is a unique symbol of Yu taming the flood. The killing of the Jiao & dragon is more eminently
the story variant of Yu killing Xiangliu. According to this account and a lot of others, either Li Bing or his son
Er Lang found the evil dragon, the cause of the local flood, and successfully killed it during fighting in the river.
The myth of their heroic deeds shares with that of Yu in sorting out the obstacles represented by animals, espe-
cially the dragon and snake. This again indicates the ultimate distinction that underlay early Chinese thought on
morality was the separation of men from beasts. Being the obstacles is their inevitable role and the necessary plot
to underline this message.

The materials quoted above demonstrate that animals, especially snakes and dragons can pose as knotty ob-
stacles in the myths of heroes taming the flood. To respond, as these materials also show, heroes in these myths
deploy a wide range of options to tackle the problem. They can either turn to their moral integrity to make ani-
mals ashamed and escape, like in the case of Yu and the yellow dragon. But this method is, of course, not the
panacea. The hero would sometimes have to resort to violence. As the Mencius passage shows, the main method

the hero uses is to reintroduce the separation of humans and beasts by driving animals away to the edges of the
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world, where they no longer pose threats to humans. But in extreme cases, the hero would have to execute the
animals in question, either for the establishment of authority like the killing of a wrongdoing dragon or to defeat

and destroy them completely, like in the case of Yu’s act of executing Xiangliu.

5. Animals as Assistants

Contrary to the roles of animals as causes and embodiment of the flood and the obstacles, in the main flood
myth repertoire, animals also take up a very different role as assistants to help protagonists quell the flood. In
flood myth narratives surrounding Gun and Yu, we find the owl, turtle, dragon, fish, snake, dog and pig have
contributed to the taming of the flood as assistants to Gun and Yu in their own way.

Tienwen X [% ( Questions of Heaven) has preserved the earliest reference to the myth of Gun controlling the
flood. In it we find a laconic and obscure line describing how a bird a turtle influenced Gun: “When the owl car-
ried [it] in its beak, and the giant turtle dragged its tail, why did Kun obey them?” (Lin 2009: 146)

The role of animals as assistants is more manifest in the abundant flood myth narratives surrounding Yu,
who is no doubt the most famous heroic figure in taming the great flood and is also the most studied figure. Gu
Jiegang JEHER] (1893-1980) and other colleagues (most famously Yang Kuan #%%E (1914-2005), Tong Shuye
#EZE (1908-1968) in the school of Gushibian have been pioneers in revealing the mythic nature of the famous
Yu and pointed out that the earliest textual evidence on Yu was found in the Shijing 5% ( The Book of Songs) .
Before the discussion on various animals aiding the great flood tamer, it is worth noting that Yu himself is very
much a mythic animal. Though not supported by straightforward evidence, Yu is firstly phonetically and lexically
related to fish or dragon. Also, like Gun, he was able to transform into a bear or the Nai dragon. Moreover, his
peculiar “gait of Yu” &7 also suggests a firm link with aquatic animals like fish. The plenty of hints might help
explain Yu’s relationship with animals when taming the flood.

In the course of Yu channeling the great flood, there is a lot of textual evidence on how he was aided by
dragons, turtles, fish snakes, dogs, and even a pig. The most prominent animals assistants are the dragons, es-
pecially the Yinglong JE#E (Responding Dragon). In the Questions of Heaven there is one question pondering on
the role of the responding dragon in helping Yu tame the flood: “The Responding Dragon in the rivers and seas,
how did it channel and where did it pass through?” (Lin 2009: 63) Although the verse is too laconic to help us
understand the whole story, we do know that the Responding Dragon is related to water ( represented here by
“rivers and seas”) and it is helping Yu control the flood by its acts of “channel” and “pass—through”. In one an-
notated version of the Shanhaijing, there is a further description as to how exactly the Responding Dragon helped
Yu:

EYAK A ERE LR Fith, RIKCR il . MG Z . (Yuan 1980: 310)

My translation: When Yu was controlling the flood, Ying long (responding dragon) touched the ground
with its tail. The water and springs were immediately channeled. Yu then was able to control the flood.

Seen together with the verse in the Questions of Heaven, we now know that Yinglong would use its tail to
open new channels on the ground to dredge the flood. In other texts, it is another kind of dragon, the yellow
dragon, who is using its tail to dredge the water. Or in some texts, it simply mentions some certain “divine drag-
on” €. The use of the adjective Shen #fi (divine) is revealing in adding to the narrative that Yu’s work is

blessed by heaven and the dragons were sent down to aid him to finish the great channeling project.

AR, BN RS R T, KEAFR TG, K8, R MEd, B8 T A, SCE S
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FAEIMIINZ S, BT FRZEE, S AT IR H AT (X MBETH . (Yuan 1985: 155)

My translation: Yu devoted all his strength to the water channels, guiding the rivers and leveling the
peaks. A yellow dragon dragged its tail in front of him [to carve out channels] and a black turtle carried a-
long with blue—green mud behind. This black turtle was the emissary of the spirit of the Yellow River. Be-
neath the turtle’s chin, there was a seal whose characters were all in the old seal form. These formed the
graphs for [the names of] all the mountains and rivers of the Nine Provinces. Wherever Yu had dug out a
channel, he used the blue—green mud to seal up and record the place, then had the black turtle press
down the seal on top of it.

The first text in Shiyiji $53H7C ( Notes on Collecting the Forgotten Past) also records a black turtle who is
the emissary of the Yellow River spirit. His role is twofold. First, he carries the blue—green mud on its back, but
he also applies the blue—green mud on the ground to make marks using its chin.

As for fish (human—fish hybrid to be exact), in the flood myth, it is the image of the Yellow River spirit
who bestows on Yu the River Chart, probably a map guiding Yu’s course:

ALK BT, AR A H L ERS ,” 42 S T E mE T D (Zhe 20060 51)

My translation: When Yu was dealing with the flood, he looked by the Yellow River and saw a crea-
ture with a white face and a long body like a fish coming out of the river. It said, “I am the river spirit”. It
presented Yu with the river chart and returned to the abyss.

HE BT, R A L BRET EWA, (Yuan 1985: 164)

My translation: A long time ago, Yu of Xia looked by the Yellow River and saw a creature with a long
body like a fish coming out of the river. It said, “l am the river spirit”. It must be the Lord of the Yellow
River.

In the chapter on Yu in the Shiyiji, we see the pig, dog and the snake also helped Yu:

BN, 220 AT, B AKmE, ABIRWA, SRk, o, CAEXR,
APRFRG - JHE B 42 8 A K, @ EPSRL ], DISE ekt g B2 pl, BIZE 24, (Wang 1981:
68)

My translation: Just like the Yellow River spirit presenting the River Chart to Yu, here in this account, a
snake figure believed to be Fu Xi presented Yu with a jade chart, possibly the same as the River Chart. The
pig and dog in the cave also presented Yu with the magical pearl, though no specifics are given on how
this pearl is to be used.

We find from these accounts translated and discussed above that Yu has far more animal assistants than Gun,
which indicates Yu’s unmistakable status as the main hero in taming the flood. In these stories, dragons help Yu
carve out channels by its tail. Yellow River spirit, the fish, as well as Fu Xi the snake gave Yu the magical chart
to measure to the world. The turtle carried for Yu the mythical mud to mark and divide the land, to reintroduce
order after the chaos brought by the flood. The pig and dog also offered presents to Yu.

After the exhaustive analysis of the role of animals as assistants, the important question remains: why would
these mythical animals appear to provide aid to tame the flood? Isn’ t it an obvious contradiction with previous
roles discussed above as causes, the embodiment of the flood, and as obstacles standing in the way of protago-
nists controlling the flood?

An ostensible explanation is that these elements would make sensible stories. The hero must have required
some help. Given that Gun and Yu have obvious animal attributes, it is convincing to add to the story the element

that they have received help from fellow mythic beasts. But more importantly, the diversified roles of animals in
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Chinese flood myth narratives reflect the dynamic and changing idea of the human—animal relationship, projected
by the myth makers, later storytellers, and common listeners across generations and buried deep in their cultural
consciousness and memories. In this regard, animals are good to think with. First, humans are afraid of animals
and regard them as a great threat. Some animals intrude into human territory. They are capable of menacing agri-
culture, devouring human livestock, their domesticated animals, and even attacking humans. They are fearsome,
merciless, sly, powerful, and most depressingly the danger they pose for humans seems always imminent. Then
we are not surprised as humans project their fear of animals into the flood narrative and make animals the cause,
the embodiment of the flood, and the obstacles in taming the flood. But in the meantime, living side by side with
animals has also taught humans to appreciate the value of animals and learn to utilize their help. The domestica-
tion of animals is the epitome of the positive side of the human—animal relationship. Then again we won’t be a-
mazed that animals can also be assistants in the flood stories. In short, the different roles of animals in these fas-

cinating narratives respond to how humans perceive their relationship with the animals.

6. Conclusion

This paper has delineated and examined the four main roles of animals in the Chinese flood myth repertoire,
i.e. as the cause and embodiment of the flood, and as the obstacles and assistants. However, the division and ex-
amination of these four main roles of animals are in no way indicate that these roles are compartmented and
should be interpreted in isolation. On the contrary, only by being taken and seen together can they yield much
richer findings for us to better understand the nature of animals in these myths.

These four different roles can easily overlap with each other. Concerning the flood, we see how animals can
be both the cause and the embodiment of the flood. As the analysis shows, Gong Gong in some accounts can
both be the cause of the flood and the personification of the flood itself. They both rely on the animals’ close re-
lationship with the flood since the threat posed by animals crossing into the human realm makes it the best candi-
date the metaphor for the flood, a symbol of the collapse of the distinction of humans and animals. The role of
animals as obstacles is a logical extension of these previous two roles as causes and the embodiment of the flood
because when they introduce and represent a state of chaos, they naturally take up the role of rebels and enemies
for anyone who would try to end the flood and re—establish order to the world.

The important question remains that why would these mythical animals appear to provide aid to tame the
flood? Isn’ t this an obvious contradiction with previous roles discussed above as causes, the embodiment of the
flood, and as obstacles standing in the way of protagonists controlling the flood?

An ostensible explanation is that these elements would make sensible stories. The hero must have required
some help. Given that Gun and Yu have obvious animal attributes, it is convincing to add to the story the element
that they have received help from fellow mythic beasts. But more importantly, the diversified roles of animals in
Chinese flood myth narratives reflect the dynamic and changing idea of the human—animal relationship, projected
by the myth makers, later storytellers, and common listeners across generations and buried deep in their cultural
consciousness and memories.

In this regard, animals are good to think with. First, humans are afraid of animals and regard them as a
great threat. Some animals intrude into human territory. They are capable of menacing agriculture, devouring hu-
man livestock, domesticating animals, and even attacking humans. They are fearsome, merciless, sly, power-

ful, and most depressingly, the danger they pose for humans seems always imminent. Then we are not surprised
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as humans project their fear of animals into the flood narrative and make animals the cause, the embodiment of
the flood, and the obstacles in taming the flood. But in the meantime, living side by side with animals has also
taught humans to appreciate the value of animals and learn to utilize their help. The domestication of animals is
the epitome of the positive side of the human—animal relationship. Then again, we won’ t be amazed that animals
can also be assistants in the flood stories. In short, the different roles of animals in these fascinating narratives re-
spond to how humans perceive their relationship with the animals.

The role of animals as the embodiment of the flood is the theme of animals crossing into the human realm,
which is a frequent feature of flood lore in China. These mythical beasts bring chaos, fear, and collapse of the
distinction between animals and humans, epitomized by the image of Gong Gong and Gun, and it has to be kill-
ed off or defeated, symbolizing the ultimate triumph of order over chaos.

This theme of hybridization, the joining of men and animals in a common enterprise, reflects the issue of
the disappearance of boundaries that was central to the flood myth in China as in other parts of the world and

marks that the absence of boundaries as an essential precondition to the structuring of the world.
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