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I YUTHE GREAT
CONTROLLING THE
WATERS

Introduction

Yu the Great (around 2200 BC-2101 BC) is said to
establish the Xia Dynasty, traditionally considered the
first dynasty of China.

According to Sima Qian’s famous Records of the Grand
Historian, Yu was Gun’s son; Gun was the son of Emperor
Zhuanxu; Zhuanxu’s father, Changyi, was the son of the
Yellow Emperor. The Yellow Emperor was called one of

the ancestors of Chinese civilization.
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o The stone carved with a pattern of an agricultural tool leicha used in o The image of Yu grasping a
Yu’s controlling the waters, found at Mount Juci in Yuzhou in Henan leicha to control the waters in a
Province copy of a stone rubbing, found at

Wu’s Clan Temple in Jiaxiang in
Shandong Province
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Story Time

More than four thousand years ago, the
Chinese heartland frequently suffered
from floods. Yu’s father, Gun, was
assigned with designing a system to
control the waters. He spent more than
nine years building a series of dikes
and dams along the riverbanks, but all
of them were ineffective. Yu then had
orders to continue his father’s work.

Yu started with making a careful study
of the river systems and attempted to

find out why his father’s great efforts
had failed.

One day, he found a stream running
through the high mountains which
looked like the natural barriers to the
waters. “How could the stream keep

flowing freely through such barriers?” Yu

was lost in thought. Gazing at the flowing
water and the gaps between mountains,
he had an idea. Instead of directly
damming the rivers’ flow, he created a
system of irrigation canals which led
floodwater into fields. At the same time,
he made great efforts to remove mud and
stones from the riverbeds.

Yu’s efforts were successful, which

also allowed ancient Chinese culture

to flourish along the Yellow River, the
Wei River, and other waterways of the
Chinese heartland. The project made Yu
well known throughout China’s history
and become one of the few Chinese rulers
named with the title “Great.”
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o Yu’s Gateway in Shaanxi Province, named for Yu’s =
leading the workers to open up this channel which <
r blocked water from flowing =
=
o
@
=
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Cultural Links A
Q
2
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~ The origin of Huaxia legendary Yellow Emperor to the reign of ?
Huaxia refers to the Chinese nation. The Emperor Wu of Han. o
characters of “Hua” and “Xia” were a pair of In the West, historical works were used to 5
synonyms in ancient China. treat history as a continuous or sweeping 2
. o ®
According to historical texts, the Xia as a narrative. Records of the Grand Historian §
tribe was said to develop around the time set a new model of breaking it up into the ¢
of Emperor Zhuanxu. As Yu controlled the overlapping units dealing with famous figures
flood successfully, he took over the throne and significant events.
from Shun and established the Xia Dynasty
(2070 BC-1600 BC). It started a period ~ The Nine Provinces

of family or clan control, spanning four Yu’s experience in controlling the waters is

thousand years or so. said to have made him know very well about

all regions of what was then Han Chinese

> Records of the Grand Historian territory. According to the “Yu Gong Treatise”
Records of the Grand Historian is a historical in the Book of Documents, Yu divided the
work finished by Sima Qian in the Han Chinese “world” into nine provinces. The
Dynasty. The work covers the history of term has now come to be one of the symbolic

a 3,000-year period from the age of the names for China.
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> The flood narrative in the Epic of
Gilgamesh

The flood narrative may provide

some insight into the formation and
development of different cultures. In the
Epic of Gilgamesh, which is regarded as the
earliest surviving great work of literature,
Tablet XI contains a flood story.

It tells that the gods decided to send a
great flood. However, a god wanted to
save Utnapishtim and instructed him

to build a giant ship. With his great
effort, the ship was completed. On this
ship, Utnapishtim and his entire family,
together with his craftsmen and all the
animals of the field, survived the waters.

4

o Tablet XI of the Epic of Gilgamesh, held by the
British Museum in London, the United Kingdom

Discussion

1. Why do you think Yu could control the waters successfully?

2. Do you know any other flood narratives? Try to tell what

you know.
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