The Messenger of the Gods: Mao Tun and
the Introduction of Foreign Myths to China

Jozef Marian Galik

SUMMARY

This essay discusses Mao Tun’'s role as “messenger of the
gods” in bringing foreign mythology to China. In 1926 Mao
Tun’s Cosmogonic Myths was its creation and nature myths of
primitive Non-Arian (e.g. Australian aboriginal) and Arian
(Indian, Nordic) societies. Here | analyze, by looking closely at
selected passages in Lang and their “counterparts” in Mao Tun's
Cosmogonic Myths and later works, the extent to which in each
case Mao Tun is closely translating or freely adaption, adding
(throuth translation) his own original touches to the stories. Of
particular interest are the Chinese scholar's treatment of Greek
and Nordic myths, .where the central issue becomes: to what
degree (and for what cultural reasons) does any modern
translator / interpreter, whether Lang or Mao Tun, conserve or
change, perhaps rationalize, the original religious/ philoso-
phical / poetic thought-patterns in his rendering of ancient
myths?
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Over the past few years an intensive interest has been
mainfested in Chinese literary scholarship, specifically in a
deeper study of Chinese and foreign mythology and the
relationships between mythology and literature.! The present
paper has for its aim to follow up in part the road along which
foreign mythology was made accessible on Chinese soil in the
mid and late 1920s. The “messenger of the gods” used to be
Hermes in Greek, Mercury in Roman and Hermod in Nordic
mythology. Figuratively speaking, we might confer this epithet
on young Mao Tun [10] (1896-1981).

Then known mostly under his courtesy name Shen
Yen-ping [11], Mao Tun decided in 1924 to bring the “fire” of
non-Chinese myths first to Chinese children. In a journal
called Erh-t'ung wen-hsueh [12], Children’s Literature, he
published the first mythological story, or rather a translation
entitled P’u-lo-mo-hsiu t'ou-huo-ti ku-shih [13], “How Pro-
metheus Has Stolen Fire from the Gods,” later reprinted in the
booklet Hsi-la shen-hua [14], Greek Myths, in October 19252 I
do not know the original source of this story or its translation.
Further stories followed; two of them on Persephone and
Pandora had an impact on the character of Miss Mei [15] from
Mao Tun’s novel Hung [16], The Rainbow, published in 1930.}
Besides ten stories from the domain of Greek mythology, Mao
Tun introduced to young Chinese readers six from Nordic
mythology®, but these were never published in book form.

In January 1926, the journal Min-to tsa-chih [20] published
Mao Tun’s first study of foreign mythology under the title Ko
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min-tsu-ti k’ai-pi shen-hua [21], Cosmogonic Myths of Different
Peoples.® Its source certainly was the book Myth, Ritual and
Religion® by Andrew Lang, namely its Chapters. VI-X where
different myths of this kind were treated, especially Chapter
VI with its non-Arian myths on the origin of the world and of
man. The materials concerned with the Nordic and Chinese
mythologies Mao Tun took over from other sources. Although
he did not give the sources of his data, with the exception of
Chinese references mentioning Hsu Cheng’s [22] San wu [li chi
[23], Records on Three Rulers and Five Emperors of Antiquity,
Jen Fang’s [24] Shu I chi [25], Accounts of the Marvels,
Lieh-tzu’s [26] T'ang wen [27], Questions Addressed to T'ang
and the quotation from Feng su t'ung i [28], Treatises on
Popular Customs from the T’ai-p’ing yu lan [29], T’ai-p’ing
Imperial Encyclopaedia,” it is probable that his source of
knowledge of Nordic mythology was the book by H.A. Guerber
entitled Myths of the Norsemen®. It will be dealt with later in
" this paper.’ ‘

Evidence could be easily adduced to show that when
writing the study under analysis, Mao Tun made use of the
above Lang’s book, then well-known, now practically for-
gotten. The very introduction by Mao Tun, explaining the
meaning of cosmogonic myths and seeing the demiurges in the
Great Hare or in the Cow as in myths of the American Indians
or African Zulus, plainly shows that these ideas had been
taken over from Chapter VI in Lang’s book, pp. 183 and 174
respectively. And Mao Tun’s dependence on Lang comes out
even more transparently in the study itself. To facilitate the
comparison, we reproduce here the original text by Lang and
the adaptation by Mao Tun. Lang:

In Southern Australia we learn that the Boonoorong, an
Australian coast tribe, ascribe the creation of things to a
being named Bun-jel or Prund-jel. He figures as the chief
of an earlier supernatural class of existence, with human
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relationship; thus he ‘has a wife, whose face he has never
seen’ (italics according to Lang, M.G.), brothers, a son,
and son on. Now this name Bun-jel means eagle-hawk,
and the eaglehawk is a totem among certain stocks

. ; he also figures in Australian belief, neither
as the creator, nor as the eagle-hawk, but as an ‘ld
man who lives at the sources of the Yarra river where
he possesses great multitudes of cattle’ The term
Bunjel is also used, much like our Mr., to denote the
older men of the Kurnai and Briakolung, some of whom
have magical powers. One of them, Krawra, or ‘West
Wind’, can cause the wind to blow so violently as to
prevent the natives from climbing trees; this man has
semi-divine attributes. From these facts it appears that
this Australian creator, in myth, partakes of the
character of the totem or worshipful beast, and of that of
the wizard or medicineman.’

Mao Tun:

Boonoorong is a South-Australian coast tribe. Its
cultural standard is very low.Its members hold that the
creator of heaven, earth and all things is a halfman and
a half-god named Bun-jel or Pund-jel. Tt is said that Bun-
jel is the chief of a group of primitive ‘supermen’ and
these ‘supermen’, similar to ordinary people, had
relatives and therefore Bun-jel has a wife; however, he
has never seen her face; he has brothers, a son, and so
on. The word Bunqel in the Boonoorong language
signifies an ‘eagle-hawk’ and eagle-hawk is also a totem
of some groups of this tribe; (Bun-jel) is also an old man
who lives by the river Yarra and owns great herds of
cattle and sheep. (Bun-jel) often means “gentlemen”
which goes to show that they (the old people, M.G.) are
the hearers of magic things. One of them is called
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Krawra, which means Western Wind’; he can raise a
mighty wind so the natives are prevented from climbing
trees. Therefore, according to the present-day interpreta- .
tion Bun-jel is to the Boonoorong the creator of heaven,
earth and all things; he is a worshipful beast or totem,
or wizard or old medicine-man.®

As is evident from the text, Mao Tun’s passage involves
an adapted translation. For instance the words concerned with
creation occur twice in Liang as “the creation of things” at
the beginning, and “creator” at the end of the text; Mao Tun
likewise uses the term twice; with him it is “creator of heaven,
earth and all things”. Lang’s text does not speak of Bun-jel as
being a half-man and half-god, as stated in Mao Tun’s text.
Mao Tun turns the “Mr.” into “gentleman” and leaves out
their characteristic, i.e. “Kurnai and Briakolung” to be found
in the original by Lang. Evidently, this seemed superflous to
Mao Tun.

Practically the entire study is drafted in a similar manner,
with the exception of the passages relating to Greek, Nordic
and Chinese mytholo'gy. The last three parts (there are
thirteen altogether) certainly come from other sources, outside
Lang’s work. Except for the section on Chinese mythology,
they all are short.

Directly connected with Mao Tun’s study analyzed here is
one entitled Tzu-jan-chieh-ti shen-hua [31, Nature Myths,
published exactly two years later, in January 1928 in the
journal I-pan [32]." For this study Mao Tun chose the
pseudonym Hsuan Chu [33] Dark Pearl, taken over from the
book Chuang-tzu [34]: “The Yellow Emperor went wandering
north of the Red Water, ascended the slopes of K’'un-lun, and
gazed south.”? When he got home, he discovered he had lost his
Dark Pearl.”

Nobody knows what this Dark Pearl means, but according -
to Wang Hsien-ch’ien’s [35] Chuang-tzu chi-chieh [36], it is a
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pear that “illustrates the Way”.® Mao Tun was evidently
familiar with this work.” He was really concerned with
showing a new way to those interested in this domain of
mythology, but also to Chinese men of letters who could find
in these studies as also in the book Chung-kuo shen-hua
yen-chiu ABC [39], An Outline of the Study of Chinese
Mythology,” material for reflection and for creative work.

Nature Myths in Mao Tun’s presentation is closely related
to Chapter V of the same title in Lang’s book. The difference
between this one and Mao Tun’s work on cosmogonic myths
analyzed above is that her Mao Tun acknowledges his debt
and appends to it the abundant notes which in their routine
follow the pattern of Lang’s original.

Again, a comparison of Chapter V in the book by Lang
with Mao Tun’s study is sufficient to permit us to judge the
degree of dependence.

We shall begin by considering some nature myths
~ myths, that is to say, which explain the facts of
the visible universe. These range from tales about
heaven, day, night, the sun and the stars, to tales
accounting for the red breasts of the ousel, the habits of
the quail, the spots and stripes of wild beast, the
formation of rocks and stones, the foliage of trees, the
shapes of plants. In a sense these myths are the sciences
of savages; in a sense they are their sacred history; in a
sense they are their fiction and romance.”

Mao Tun:

The range of myths explaining natural phenomena reach
out from those events that describe the heaven, day,
night, sun, moon, stars, wind, thunderstorm, rain, clouds
and rosy clouds up to the ousel whose breasts may be
red, the parrot whose body may be green, the bold quail-
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cock, the long ears of donkey, spots and stripes on the
skin and hairs of wild beasts, the origin of stones, leaves
of trees, forms of plants and trees, and so on. These
stories may be said to be the science of the aborigines
and savages, their sacred history and simultaneously
their fiction and romance.”

And this is directly followed by text:

Beginning with the sun, we find, as Mr. Tylor says, that
‘in early philosophy throughout the world the sun and
moon are alive, and as it were human in their nature.’
The mass of these solar myths is so enormous that only a
few examples can be given, chosen almost at random out
of the heap. The sun is regarded as a personal being,
capable not only of being affected by charms and
incantations, but of being trapped and beaten, of
appearing on earth, of taking a wife of the daughters of
men. Garcilasso de la Vega has a story of an Inca prince,
a speculative thinker, who was puzzled by the sun-wor-
ship of his ancestors. If the sun be thus all-powerful the
Inca inquired, why is he plainly subjected to laws? Why
does he go his daily round, instead of wandering at large
up and down in the fields of heaven? "The prince
concluded that there was a will superior to the sun’s
will, and he raised a templeto the Unknown Power. Now
the phenomena which put the Inca on the path of the
monotheistic religion, a path already traditional acco-
rding to Garcilasso, have also struck the fancy of
savages. Why, they ask, does the sun run his course like
a tamed beast? A reply suited to a mind which holds that
all things are personal is given in myths. Some one
caught and tamed the sun by physical force or by
artistic magic.”
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Mao Tun:

Let us talk first of the sun. Tylor in his well-known book
Primitive Culture says that ‘in early philosophy through-
out the world the sun and moon are alive, and as it
were, human in their nature.’ If then we now analyze the
solar myths we find that they will consider the sun to be
a human being, by which one may become charmed, at

- which one may swear, which may be caught, beaten,
pulled down to earth; it is even possible to give him one
of the daughters of men as wife. The Spanish poet of the
16th century, Garcilasso de la Vega, decribes certain
doubts of an Inca prince which he felt in counnection
with the sun worship of his ancestors. This Inca prince
asked himself: If the sun has unlimited power, how is it
possible that he is subject to laws and limitations and
every day must walk along the same monotonous way
and cannot go up and down as he likes? Ultimately the
prince came to this idea: There is certainly something
superior to the sun that kept a rein on him: that is the
Supreme God (chih-kao wu-shang-ti shen) [40]. And thus
Garcilasso’s Inca prince reached (the road of) original
religious thinking and (in this thinking) there are traces
of aborigines or notions of the wild peoples. The notion
that the sun daily: walks patiently on its way like a
tamed beast, because there is a Supreme God above it
and directing it, is something similar to the idea that in
myths of the savages there are people who held it back
through battle or tongue-lashing so that the sun could
do nothing but patiently carry out its daily work, not
permitting itself to bluster out its hot rays, so that the
savages behaved towards the sun as towards a Living
being.”

As may be observed, this translation is not exact, either.
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Mao Tun expands the list of natural phenomena, inserts a
parrot between Lang’s quail and ousel; between the ousel and
spots and stripes of wild beasts he inserts the donkey’s long
ears; he may have done it to satisfy his own desire and his own
poetic lust; perhaps he had some other reasons for it. By his
further intervention he “corrects” A. Lang by interpreting in a
different way the message of Lang regarding Garcilasso de la
Vega.This “son of an Inca princess and a companion of
Piazarro”® was evidently familiar with Inca traditions as well
as with Spanish Catholicism, and in his statément, which Lang
mentions, was very probably influenced by the incident in
which St. Paul was involved, according to The Book of Acts,
during his visit to Athens. Standing in the midst of the
Aeropagus, St. Paul declared to the religiously and philosophi-
cally very sensitive, curious and docile Greeks that he had
“found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN
GOD,”” in their city. This Unknown God has to be He that
who “made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is
Lord of heaven ‘and earth.”” In all probability Mao Tun was
not familiar with St. Paul’s story and did not consider the idea
related to the Unknown Power to be significant enough —that
is why is became with him the Supreme God. He expanded
Lang’s idea regarding the taming of the sun by physical force,
prior to anteceding Lang’s following narration about the
“oreat hero Maui” of New Zealand myth who tamed the sun by
beating him mercilessly, and other myths from Samoa, India,
Mexico, South Africa, etc.?

And we could thus go on following up solar and moon
myths, kinships of men and beasts, myths of metamorphosis,
stone and plant myths of various ethnic groups of the world,
“from ancient Egypt to the wigwams of the Algonkins™ in the
North American continent, from the earliest times down to the
end of the 19th century. Mao Tun always proceedéd in the
same manner. He adapted (when translating mythological
matters) his translations to suit the well-known principle, or
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perhaps requirement, ta t’ung hsiao i [41], i.e. his was a general
resemblance, but there were always minor differences.

Mao Tun, with his pseudonym Dark Pearl, holds priority
also as regards the study of Chinese mythology. Yuan K'o %
¥, the most prominent contemporary expert on Chinese
mythology in Mainland China, begins his book Chung-kuo
ku-tai shen-hua [42], Old Chinese Myths from 1957, with an
hommage to Shen Yen-ping, whose book and work as a whole
were really of a pioneering character.® A similar appreciation
1s expressed by Ku Tim-hung #¥¥t in his article Wo-kuo shen-
hua yen-chiu shu-mu t’i-yao [43], Resumes of the Books on
Chinese Mythology, where he evaluates Mao Tun’s book as
“the first, fundamental work” of its kind in Chinese scholarly
literature which “has shown, insofar as the material is
concerned, the mythic values in chiu ko [44], Nine Songs, T’ien
wen [45], The Heavenly Questions, Shan hai ching [46], Classic
of Mountains and Seas, has arranged scattered mythic
materials into relatively long and comprehensive passages and
has pointed out their mythic system, restoring to them
methodically their original place in ancient history.”*

Mao Tun’s book was first published in January 1929 and
not in 1925. The study that appeared in January 1925, with an
almost identical heading, was Chung-kuo shen-hua yen-chiu
[47], A study of Chinese Mythology,” but this one was
substantially shorter: the study has 73 and the book 213 pages.
When writing this study Mao Tun was working on stories from
Greek mythology for children, and was evidently delighted by
them, for in this study he pointed to the merits of literature in
an artistic elaboration of myths:

men of letters may take credit for preserving
ancient myths. But when utilizing ancient myths, writers
often change them according to their needs, just as did
the author of Greek tragedies Euripides and the poet
Pindar in their works. We find in them many Greek
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myths, but both these authors liked to alter ancient
myths.”

The same also applied to the relation between religion and
mythology, as Mao Tun became personally convinced while
studying Nordic myths where Christianity had a strong 1mpact
on the original spirit of the mythology.

Mao Tun took over from A. Lang a conviction that the
“myths are a reflection of faith and life-of aborigines.”” As far
as I know, Lang never wrote exactly something like that,
though in one place, which probably Mao Tun took as his
premise, Lang did strive to demonstrate “the savage intellect
of the various ideas and habits . . . out of which mythology
springs.”® The following are the peculiarities of this mode of
thinking:

1. nebulous and confused frame of mind ;

2. belief in magic and sorcery ;

3. permanent existence of the souls of the dead ;

4. assigning of a “ghost” to all objects, animate and
inanimate ;

5. assumption that man is naturally not subject to death
and that this unnatural happening is always caused by
a hostile spirit or conjuror ;

6. assumption that the savage man is curious.”

Besides Lang’s book, Mao Tun’s apprehension of myths
was also influenced by Donald A. Mackenzie’s ideas in the
Introduction to his book Mpyths of Crete and Pre-Hellenic
Europe, where we find the following sentences:

Myths are products of beliefs, and beliefs are products of
experiences. They are also pictorial records of natural
phenoména. Mankind have not had the same experiences
everywhere, nor have they found the world lacking in
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variety of contour and climate. Certain peoples, for
instance, have achieved progress in civilizations based
on the agricultural mode of life. Their beliefs have
consequently been influenced by their agricultural
experiences, and their myths have been given an
agricultural signiﬁcance.32 This applied to the peoples of
India, Babylonia or Egypt; countries inhabited by
nomads have different myths.®

Among world mythologies, two attracted primarily Mao
Tun’s attention: Greek and Nordic. In Lieh-yen [49], Preface to
Various Studies in Mythology,” he called these the shuang-pi
[50] “double jade” of world mythology. Besides the mythic
stories for children spoken of above, he devoted to this
problem a comparative study entitled Hsi-le shen-hua yu
Pei-Ou shen-hua [51], Greek and Nordic Mythology,” and a
book named Pei-ou shen-hua ABC [53], An Outline of Nordic
Mythology.” The study appeared in 1928 and the book in 1930.
Like the book on Chinese mythology, this one came out in two
thin volumes.

Mao Tun’s comparative study of Greek and Nordic
mythology starts from the idea of hsiang-i [54], diversity and
hsiang-t'ung [55], identity of 'the various mythologies, where
the Greek and Nordic evidently served him as examples. And
more than that. As his first example he mentions P’an Ku [56]
who was born out of a cosmic egg according to San wu li chi®
mentioned above. He had this example from the arsenal of his
relatively extensive knowledge of Chinese mythology. For
other facts he draws on the knowledge of A. Lang and H.A.
Guerber, whose book was referred to above. In India, a myth
similar to that of P’an Ku is to be found in the book Satapatha
Brahmana: from the waters of the universe a golden egg came
into existence, and from it a man was born whose name was
Prajapati, 'who according to the text quoted by Lang
“conceived progeny in himself: with his mouth he created
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gods.”® Aceording to Mao Tun this was slightly different:
Prajapati “created gods and gods all things.”®

The Finnish version of this story is mentioned by Lang® as
well as by Mao Tun,” but not one of them specifies it in more
detail. When immediately after Mao Tun takes up Ymir, one of
the Titans in Nordic mythology, we see that Lang’s book
proved inadequate to him and he reached for Guerber. He
compared Ymir’s corpse to that of P’an Ku, but this time
according to the book Shu i chi, where we read that when
P’an Ku died, “four sacred mountains were formed from his
head, the sun and the moon from his eyes, seas and rivers from
his fat parts, plants and trees from his hair.”® From Ymir's
dead body, the god Odin and others made the earth, sea, hills,
stones, trees, plants, flowers, and grass.® The reference to the
epic Gilgamesh is not to be found either in Lang or Guerber;
hence, Mao Tun must have taken it from some other source.*
On the other hand, the stories of Leto, Apollo’s and Artemis’
mother who was able to change the herdsmen into frogs, and
of the unnamed woman from the story of “Australian black
fellows” who had done something similar, are practically exact
translations by Mao Tun from Lang’s book. In contrast to
Lang, who probably assumed that the story of Leto is familiar
to English readers and therefore did not discuss it, Mao Tun
introduced it in his own words to the Chinese audience. He
may have been conversant with it at least partially from
Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Lang:

A woman bore two children and sought for a water-
spring’ wherein to bathe them.She found a well, but
herdsmen drove her away from it that their cattle might
drink. Then some wolves met her and led her to the
river, of which she drank, and in its waters she bathed
her children. Then she went back to the well where the
herdsmen were nowbathing, and she turned them all into
frogs. She struck their backs and shoulders with a rough
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stone and drove them into the waters, and since that day
frogs live in marshes and beside rivers.®

Mao Tun’s version need not be given for, as observed
above, it is an exact translation. But we shall mention his
version of the Greek story:

The Greek story speaks of the love between Zeus
and Leto of whic Hera, the wife of Zeus, came to know;
she drove Leto out of heaven but did not permit her to
land on the earth. The sea-god Poseidon then raised an
island out of the sea on which Leto gave birth to a son
and daughter, Apollo and Artemis. Leto with her
children then reached the continent. Seeing a spring,
thirsty Leto wanted to have a drink. As she came to it
and tried to drink some water, the villagers jumped into
the spring, stirred up the mud and made the ‘water
undrinkable. Leto begged the gods to punish the
villagers. Her prayer was heard, the villagers were
turned into frogs and condemned to live for ever in the
muddy water of the shallow spring.

As Mao Tun made reference to Ovid precisely in this
article, it is plausible to assume that he had taken his story
from the Metamorphoses. As it is relatively long, only the more
significant sections are quoted here:

Then truly, all the people ‘

Dreaded Latona’s (i.e. Leto’s, M.G.) wrath and, more
than ever,

Were zealous in their worship, and, as usual,

Told the old stories over again, “The Lycians,”

Said one, “Or, anyway, the Lycian peasants

Despised her long ago, and suffered for it.

The story is not well known, those men were
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nothing,
But even so it is a wonderful story...
‘No mountain deity dwells here, young-fellow,
But the great goddess whom the queen of Heaven
Exile, one time, from all the world, and Delos,
the wandering island, welcomed, although Delos
Came near refusing. There she bore her children
(For there were twins) on boughs of palm and olive,
And (for she still feared Juno) (Hera, M.G.) took them
with her,
And came to Lycia, with the hot sun burning,
And she was tired and faint and hot and thirsty,
And the milk gone from her breasts to feed the
children....
Latona came to the water,
Kneeling to drink, but they were churlish people,
They tried to keep her off...
They told her, Go away! and threats and insulis
Were not enough; they made the water muddy,
Jumping and splashing, exulting in their meanness,
Until the goddess forgot thirst for anger.
No daughter of Coeus could keep on being humble
To louts like these, no goddess fail to speak
In her full voice. She cursed them; “Live forever
In that foul puddle!” And it came out that way:
They live in water and they love it dearly...
They have hoarse voices, and their necks are swollen,
Their jaws spread wide, their faces bulge, their necks
Seem to have gone entirely; their backs are green,
Their bellies, the biggest portion of their bodies,
Are bloated, white, and in the muddy water
The new frogs keep on leaping.”

And with this comparative method Mao Tun goes on

further. He makes use chiefly of materials from the book by
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Lang including those he had earlier analyzed in the studies on
cosmogonic and nature myths. The direct reference to Ovid
confirms me in my assumption that Mao Tun had in mind his
masterpiece when he wrote about the beginning of the
universe:

Mao Tun:

Norsemen as well as Greeks were of the opinion that
prior to heaven and earth, there was Chaos. According
to Greeks, everything was in an extreme confusion,
waters did not move, the air was foul, everything was
formless, there was no light, no colours, dark chaos
reigned everywhere (see'Ovid’s poem).”®

Ovid:

Before the ocean was, or earth, or heaven,

Nature was all alike, a shapelessness,

Chaos, so-called, all rude and lumpy matter,
Nothing but bulk, inert, in whose confusion
Discordant atoms warred: there was no sun

To light the universe; there was no moon...

Land, to be sure, there was, and air, and ocean,

But Jand on which no man could stand, and water
No man could swim in, air no man could breathe,
Air without light, substance forever changing,
Forever at war: within a single body

Heat fought with cold, wet fought with dry, the hard
Fought with the soft, things having weight contended
With weightless things.”

When describing the situation of primordial chaos and
what followed after according to Nordiec mythology, Mao Tun
had recourse to Guerber, as may be seen from the following
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comparison:

Guerber:

When questioned concerned the creation of the
world, the Northern scalds, or poets, whose songs are
preserved in the Eddas and Sagas, declared that in the
beginning, when there was as yet no earth, nor sea, nor
air, when darkness rested over all, there existed a
powerful being called Allfather, whom theéy dimly
conceived as uncreated as well as unseen and that
whatever he willed ecame to pass. &

In the centre of space there was, in the morning of
time, a great abyss called Ginnung-gap, the cleft of
clefts, the yawning gulf, whose depths no eye could
fathom, as it was enveloped in perpetual twilight. North
of this abode was-a space or world known as Nifl-heim,
the home of mist and darkness, in the centre of which
bubbled the exhaustless spring Hvergelmir . . . (the
waters of which, M.G.) hardened into huge blocks of ice,
which rolled downwards into immeasurable depths of the
great abyss with a continual roar like thunder.

South of this dark chasm, and directly opposite Nifl-
heim, the realm of mist, was another world called
Muspells-heim, the home of elemental fire, where all was
warmth and brightness, and whose frontiers were
continually guarded by Surtr, the flame giant.®

Mao Tun:

According to the Norsemen (Chaos is situated, M.G.) in
a deep, dark, bottomless and infinite abyss which is
between the inexhaustible spring called Hevergelmir
(should be Hvergelmir, M.G.) and the infinite iceberg
coming out from it, and the home called Muspells-heim

655
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in which dwells Surtr, the flame giant.”

Mao Tun’s description, as you see, is very short, but in
essential traits follows Guerber’s narrative. But should this
appear unconvincing to anyone, he may find further evidence
later in this paper.

In subsequent passages of his comparative study, Mao Tun
adheres especially to Chapter XXIX of Guerber’s book: Greek
and Northern Mythologies: A Comparison, or to other chapters
insofar as they provide him with more suitable material. There
he relates Ymir and his descendants to the Greek Titans,
comparing Zeus with Odin, Buri with Kronos, etc. Correspo-
nding to the Greek triad of rulers of Olympus, the sea and the
nether-world, i.e. Zeus, Poseidon and Hades, are Odin, Vili and
Ve in Nordic mythology.” His notes on the children of Chaos,
i.e. Erebos and Nyx and their children who, according to
Hesiod, were Aither and Hemera, are certainly ‘taken over
from A. Lang® (this is indicated by the names of the deities),
but again, Mao Tun puts into his narration more than Lang.

And if we thus consider Greek and Nordic nature myths,
the main gods and goddesses of both pantheons and the stories
of creation, of the deluge or the end of the world, we will find
a factual agreement or else but slight deviations between the
books by Lang and Guerber.

We do not know whether Mao Tun intended to write a
more comprehensive study on Greek mythology for the
publishing house Shih-chieh shu-chu [57], World Library. The
work Hsi-la shen-hua ABC [58], An Qutline of Greek Mythology
was compiled by Wang T’i-jan [59], while Mao Tun wrote for
this publishing house An Qutline of Nordic Mythology on the
basis of materials sent to him from Shanghai to Kyoto in
Japan where he was then staying.* These materials, probably
the books, may have included several works (the bibliography
appended to An Outline of Nordic Mythology mentions 8 titles),
but for his own book, excepting the first chapter, he probably
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made use uniquely of Guerber’s book. As a matter of fact,
Guerber refers to 7 titles and quotes from them at various
places in precisely the same manner, i.e. without giving the
authors’ personal names, as does Mao Tun.®

The two books differ considerably as to size: Guerber’s has
396 and Mao Tun’s 184 pages and these of a smaller size. Mao
Tun’s has 23 and Guerber’s 29 chapters. Absent from Mao
Tun’s book are the chapters on the dwarfs and the elves from
Nordic myths, but it includes the chapter on the giants, most
probably because he was personally interested in their doings
since they “were from the very beginning the opponents and
rivals of the gods”.® Subsequently he utilized this mythology
(properly adjusted) in his fiction.” Missing from Mao Tun’s
book is also the chapter introducing the Frithiof Saga and
another one dealing with Greco-Nordic comparative myth-
ology. As has been seen, Mao Tun was getting even with the
latter in the study analyzed earlier, and therefore he did not
include it in this book. ‘

In the book on the Nordic myths Mao Tun proceeds in the
same way as in the case of other works from this domain. He
attentively follows his model and adheres to it, although not
tenaciously, devoting more time and space to what he
considers to be more important, and endeavours on the whole,
as he explicitly states in Lieh-yen [49], Preface, “to present
literary models ku-tien [63] from Northern Europe” and not “to
explain the Nordic myths.”® He thereby underlines primarily
the literary goal of his efforts.

This being so, it is no surprise that Mao Tun was most
impressed by the Volsunga Saga in Guerber’s book, with the
mythologeme of Sigurd (Siegfried), and the most important
part of the so-called Nibelungen-Stoff from the German epic. In
contrast to the other chapters, Mao Tun translates the story of
Sigurd with just minor variations. That is why this last
chapter is also the longest in the whole book. For the
comparison’s sake we set down the following:
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Guerber:

While the first part of the Elder Edda consists of a
collection of alliterative poems describing the creation
of the world, the adventure of the gods, their eventual
downfall, and gives a complete exposition of the
Northern code of ethics, the second part comprises a
series of heroic lays describing the exploits of the
Volsung family, and especially of their chief representa-
tive, Sigurd, the favourite hero of the North.

These form the basis of the great Scandinavian epic,
the Volsunga saga, and have supplied not only the
material for the Nibelungenlied, the German epic, and
for countless folk tales, but also for Wagner’s celebrated
operas, The Rhinegold, Valkyr, Siegfried and The
Twilight of the Gods. In England, William Morris has
given them the form which they will probably retain in
our literature, and it is from his great epic poem, by the
courteous permission of his trustees and of his publi-
shers, Messrs. Longmans, Green and Co., that almost all
the quotations in this section are taken in preference to
extracts from the Edda.”

Mao Tun:

The first part of the Elder Edda consists of a
collection of stories concerned with the creation of the
universe, the deeds of gods and their definite fall;
therefore it forms a part of the domain of myths; the
second part comprises the heroic lays of the Volsung
family, principally Sigurd, its chief representative; these,
however, form a part of the saga domain. Sigurd was the
most prominent national hero of northern Europe;
therefore, his saga-is a Nordic ‘epic poem’, something
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similar to the Iliad.

The saga of Sigurd, or in more general terms the
Volsunga saga, contains material used in the well-known
Nibelungen-lied and many folk songs. From all this, the
great German composer Richard Wagner (1813-1883)
later created famous operas as The Rhinegold, Valkyr,
and others.

Sagas about national heroes were initially con-
sidered to be parts of myths. Therefore, we shall here
retell briefly this famous Nordic epic poem - the Sigurd
saga.®

Mao Tun’s text again makes it clear that this is an
adapted translation with commentary. Mao Tun does not state
the the Elder Edda contains “alliterative poems,” he differenti-
ates between myths and sagas, compares the Volsunga saga
with Homer’s Iliad, introduces R. Wagner to his readers, but
makes no mention at all of W. Morris, whose introduction of
the Volsunga saga to English readers does not interest him at
all. And in fact, such information would be practically of no
value for Chinese readers.

The passages quoted here are precisely those in which
Mao Tun permitted himself the greatest deviation from the
original text. Otherwise he adhered to it faithfully, except for
certain deviations which were a manifestation of his “indivi-
dual style,” or of some discontent with the original text he was
not able in some way, e.g. psychologically, to justify.

Towards the end of the 1920s, Mao Tun was very much
interested in love relations between men and women, and as
we know, he wrote a number of works of fiction with
remarkable female characters. No wonder he was attracted by
the episode in which Sigurd,.in order to please his friend
Gunnar, the king of the Niblungs (Nibelungen), decides to woo
his former wife Brunhild in Gunnar’s name. Being under the
spell of the magic potion and therefore not recognizable,
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Sigurd dauntlessly mounted his steed Greyfell and leaped into
the flames (behind which Brunhild hid herself from other men)
and paid a visit to her-allegedly the daughter of the highest
god Odin. Guerber:

The maiden (Brunhild, M.G.) shrank in disappoint-
ment from the dark-haired intruder, for she had deemed
it impossible for any but Sigurd to ride through the
flaming circle. But she advanced reluctantly to meet her
visitor (who introduced himself as the king Gunnar,
M.G.), and when he declared that he had come to woo
her, she permitted him to take a husband’s place at her
side, for she was bound by solemn injunction to accept
as her spouse him who should thus seek her through the
flames.”

There is no need here to quote Mao Tun’s translation for,
with the exception of the words “to ride through the flaming
circle” for which he uses the words “to come in”,” the two
texts, both English and Chinese, fully agree.

A more important shift in emphasis may be noted in a
further passage, where Guerber says:

Three days did Sigurd remain with Brunhild, and his
bright sword lay bared between him and his bride. This .
singular behaviour aroused the curiosity of the maiden,
wherefore Sigurd told her that the gods had begged him
celebrate his wedding thus.®

Mao Tun:

Sigurd and Brunhild did live together for three days.
Sigurd’s precious and shining sword, drawn from its
scabbard, lay between his and Brunhild’s body. This

strange bchaviour on the part of Sigurd, remote from
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human feelings, aroused Brunhild’s suspicion, wherefore
he explained to her that the gods had bidden him
celebrate his wedding thus.®

Mao Tun’s translation is more expressive than Guerber’s
original. While Guerber’s attitude is more detached (Guerber
in G. Lukacs’s view “describes,”® whereas Mao Tun “nar-
rates”, Mao Tun sympathizes with Brunhild and does not like
Sigurd’s behaviour. Instead of Guerber’s cold “did remain,”
Mao Tun used the more exact “did live together”. Instead of
“bright sword,” Mao Tun used “precious” (pao) [64] and
shining sword; instead of the psychologically unconvincing
“curiosity” (if we take into account the human emotions of
two young people on Brunhild’s evidently hot couch), Mao
Tun used the more adequate “suspicion”. But the greatest
intervention is connected with the “singular behaviour” which
Mao Tun completely ignored and rendered as pu-chin
jen-ch’ing-ti k’uai chu-tung [65], strange behaviour remote from
human feelings. '

Mao Tun adopted a similar procedure not only in the
subsequent description of Brunhild’s mythologeme, but also
elsewhere. When Sigurd’s aunt Signy decided to marry Siggeir,
king of the Goths, she did it solely because “the family honour
was at stake”; she did not feel the least love or sympathy for
him. Mao Tun makes it a special point that she “married
against her will,”® which is not explicitly implied in Guerber,
and the latter’s “reluctance” (which Signy feels against
Siggeir), Mao Tun turns into the more poetic i-i-8i hsin-ch’ing
[66], “depressed and grieved feelings.”™ He may have been
inspired by Ch’u Yuan [67] (ca. 340-278 B.C.), or rather The
Heavenly Questions which were traditionally attributed to him.
One of those questions was: “When Wu set to kill Yin, why
was he so grieved?”® Mao Tun was conscious of the
significance of this remarkable and (as far as mythologies are
concerned), very important work, as is evident, among other
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things, from his Hsu-yen [38], Introduction to the Ch’u-tz’u
[68], The Songs of the South,” which he prepared for press in
1928. And there is also the aunt of Sigurd, who decided to have
a child by her heroic brother Sigmund because she refused to
bear progeny by her despised husband; Mao Tun translated the
words of Guerber according to which Sigmund (not recog-
nizing Signy because she had turned into a beautiful young
maiden) “made her his wife” as “in the end he slept with her.”™

Reading the chapter about Sigurd in Guerber’s book, Mao
Tun became confirmed in his critical attitude towards the
so-called “knight literature” of the Middle Ages, as also
towards Chinese “revolutionary fiction” of his time.”" But that
is another question.

And here is something which I still owe the reader. For
the “doubting Thomases” who may have doubted the cogency
of my evidence from the previous section regarding Guerber’s
passage about Chaos in Nordic mythology and its short
presentation by Maoc Tun, here is a more convincing proof:

Mao Tun:

(Ol1d Norsemen, M.G.) were of the view that at the
beginning there was neither earth, nor sea, nor air;
everything was surrounded with darkness, but there
existed a powerful being there ‘Lord of all things.’ -
Nobody had seen him, nobody knew where he came
from, but he was.

They assumed that in the midst of the immense
space, at the beginning of time, there was an enormous
abyss enveloped in perpetual twilight.To the north of
this bottomless chasm was the abode of mist and
darkness which was called Nifl-heim; in its middle was
an exhaustless spring called Hvergelmir . . . (the
waters of which, M.G.) hardened into huge mountains of
ice, rolled downward into the bottomless chasm making
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a noise similar to the strokes of thunder.

To the south of the bottomless chasm, just opposite
Nifl-helm, was the home of real fire called Muspe-
11s-heim, where the giant Surtr was the guardian.”

It will suffice to compare the passages of Mao Tun and of
Guerber. —~-

It should also be observed that Mao Tun did not devote
equal attention to the various chapters in Guerber’s book. And
this applies with equal measure also to the various characters
of Nordic myths. Of the gods, he was most interested in Odin,
then Thor, the god of thunder and lightning, and of the
remaining Nordic pantheon in Loki, the “spirit of evil.”™

Mao Tun’s effort to make contact with the Anthropolo-
gical School of mythology, particularly with Andrew Lang,
and through him to a certain degree with Edward B. Tylor
(who wrote Primitive Culiure) from 1871, is meritorious.
According to the eminent expert on world mythology E.M.
Meletinsky:

“The Anthropological School has played an enormous
role in international scholarship in the domain of the
most diverse ethnological investigation,” although “its
apprehension of mythology was considerably limited by
a linear evolutionism and an under-estimation of the
gualitative specificity of social psychology, and an
identification of mythology with an original rational
‘primitive science’, and a lack of appreciation—though
partial only — of its characteristic poetic content.””

Mao Tun could hardly be said to have aspired to become
an expert in scholarly mythology. He was led by other reasons
to introduce foreign myths into China. Mao Tun certainly
appreciated the poetic-content of mythic stories. For example,
in his article on Chinese mythology he expressed his
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conviction that the “writers are meritorious ministers kung ch®
en [72] who preserve old myths”™ for coming generations.

Mao Tun was really “the messenger of the gods” although
fulfilling a different mission from that of Hermes or Hermod.
Here is an excerpt from the book by Robert Graves, The Greek
Myths, with a conversation between Zeus and Hermes:

‘You seem to be a very ingenious, eloquent, and
persuasive godling,’ he (Zeus, M.G.) said.

‘Then make me your herald, Father,’ Hermes
answered, ‘and I will be responsible for the safety of all
divine property, and never tell lies, though I cannot
promise always to tell the whole truth.’

‘That would not be expected of you,” said Zeus, with

a smile.™

Nor could Chinese readers of the second half of the 1920s
and later expect that from Mao Tun. Mao Tun, as a modern
Chinese Hermes with a special mission, was at his best when
he had within him Goethe’s “Den Drang nach Wahrheit und
die Lust am Trug”™ or when he was “Thirsting for Truth, and
in Illusion glad.”™ "
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