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I PANGU SEPARATING
THE HEAVENS FROM
THE EARTH

Introduction

In China’s mythology system, Pangu, the creator of the
world, is the most ancient god. The story of Pangu had
spread far and wide before Xu Zheng, a man of letters of
the Wu State in the Three Kingdoms Period, compiled
and recorded it.

In 2008, Pangu’s myths were inscribed as a national
intangible cultural heritage.

W

o The portrait of Pangu from the ancient
book Illustrations of the Three Powers,
painted during the reign of Emperor
Jiajing of the Ming Dynasty
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Story Time

Long long ago, the universe was in
formless chaos as the heavens and the
earth were not separated. Within the
chaos lay a giant called Pangu, who had
slept for about eighteen thousand years.

One day, Pangu woke up. Deciding to
break the chaotic darkness, he swung his
ax. With a big bang, the formless chaos
cracked. The light and clear slowly rose,
becoming the sky, while the heavy and
murky fell, becoming the earth.

To keep them separated, Pangu stood
between them with his arms pushing
up the sky and his feet standing firmly
against the ground. Each day, the sky
grew ten feet higher, the earth ten feet

thicker, and Pangu ten feet taller.

After another eighteen thousand years,
Pangu grew too tired to support the
heavens. The moment he fell down, his
breath became wind and clouds; his voice,
the thunder; his left eye, the sun; his
right eye, the moon; his limbs and body,
mountains; his blood, rivers; his muscles,
fertile land; his hair, stars; his fur, grass
and trees; his teeth and bones, metal and
stones; his bone marrow, pearls and jade;
his sweat, rain and dew; and the fleas on
his fur were carried away by the wind and
became people.

Hence, the world came into being.
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Cultural Links

— Classic of Mountains and Seas

The book Classic of Mountains and Seas
records the largest number of Chinese myths
and is also known as the oldest geographical
encyclopedia with great documentation value.

The book has a wide range of knowledge

on geography, folklore, medicine, history,
science, etc. In particular, with the texts of
heroic myths and tribal warfare, it reflects the
relationship between the physical world and
the mythical world.

The authors and the compiling time of the
book are still unknown. However, it is generally
believed that the book was written by people of
the Chu State from the Warring States Period
to the middle of the Han Dynasty.

o The Pangu dance imitating Pangu’s movements and
postures while he was separating the heavens from the
earth, depicted in a Han Dynasty brick

> Dawang Cliff Painting
The Dawang Clift Painting, a Neolithic

work, is located in Wenshan in Yunnan
Province. Containing a great number of
elements in Pangu’s myths, the painting is
regarded as an archeological record of Pangu
separating the heavens from the earth.

> Five major mythology systems of the
world

Chinese, Greek, Hindu, Egyptian and Norse
mythologies are generally considered to be
the five major mythology systems of

the world.

Chinese mythology has long been believed
to be a factual recording of history. Thus,
two versions of the same story are frequently
found: the mythicized one and the
historicized one.
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Greek mythology recounts both gods and
legendary heroes. Gods are usually human-
like but with eternal lives.

Hindu mythology is closely related to the
development of its history. In Hindu myths,
nothing is permanent and the universe is
cyclically created and destroyed.

Egyptian mythology is mainly about a
group of nine deities. Most of the gods in
the myths are animal-headed with human

bodies. Probably inspired by the cycle

of nature, the ancient Egyptians made
recurrence an important theme in their
myths. The gods are in the cycle of continual
death and regeneration.

Norse mythology is a polytheistic system
falling into four types, namely the giants, the
gods, the elves and the dwarves. The Norse
myths center on the destruction of the world,
in which even the gods are mortal.

Discussion

1. What kind of national spirit do you suppose Pangu embodies?

2. Many hold that reality is exaggerated or distorted in myths.

What do you think is the practical significance of myths?
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