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ABSTRACT 

As the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) collapsed, two outstanding novels 

were authored, Supplement to the Journey to the West (Hsi-yu Pu) and 

Prayer Mat of Flesh (Jou P'u T'uan). Although modern critics have 

studied these two works, important aspects of each novel have been 

overlooked. Therefore, this study explores three elements of Jou 

P'u T'uan: the novel as a picaresque novel, the hero's character 

consistency, and the book's morality. Also examined are the Ch'an 

Buddhist aspects present in Hsi-yu Pu. Information on the authors, 

editions, and controversies of these novels has also been presented. 

An initial chapter is provided discussing the historical and intellectual 

background. Finally, a comparative study of the two authors and their 

works has been undertaken to further understanding of both novels. 

Thus, it is hoped that this work has made a valuable contribution 

to the study of these two novels. 

v 



INTRODUCTION 

In the past few decades, the study of Chinese fiction has changed 

considerably in the West. Traditionally, the primary concentration 

1 was on a few "classics" such as Journey to the West (Hsi-yu Chi), 

Dream of the Red Chamber (Hung-lou Meng), Romance of the Three Kingdoms 

(San-kuo Yen-i), and Water Magin (Shui-hu Chuan). One could readily 

amass a vast bibliography of secondary works on these novels, especially 

Dream of the Red Chamber, also known as The Story of the Stone, by 

2 Ts'ao Hsiieh-ch'in (1716-1764). However, m time, the focus of scholarly 

studies in the field of Chinese narrative broadened to include works 

which were "less important" but still "classics" in their own right. 

Such works include The Scholars (Ju-lin Wai-shih), Golden Lotus (Chin 

P'ing Mei), The Travels of Lao Ts'an (Lao Ts'an Yu-chi), Flowers in 

the Mirror (Ching-hua yuan), and Prayer Mat of Flesh (Jou P'u T'uan). 

In the study of the Chinese novel, several works have set the 

standard in the West for other scholars. Professor C.T. Hsia, in 

his book, The Classic Chinese Novel, has created a foundation for 

critical study of many of the novels listed above, as well as for 

3 Chinese fiction in general. Chinese Narrative, edited by Andrew 

Plaks, has also furthered the field by examining not only some of 

the novels mentioned above, but also the origins of Chinese fiction, 

as well as establing a theoretical framework for the criticism of 

- 1 -



4 classical Chine novels. More recently, Patrick Hanan has focused 

on the origins and development of vernacular literature in his The 

5 Chinese Vernacular Story. Finally, students of Chinese literature 

have been provided with a highly valuable research aid in Winston 
g 

L.Y. Yang, Peter Li, and Nathan Mao's Classical Chinese Fiction. 

This work contains essays on all of the novels mentioned above, as 

well as an annotated bibliography for many more well-known Chinese 

novels. 

However, in the past decade or two, increasing attention has 

been given to more obscure, less well-known novels which are still 

very important. This process has been greatly aided by the "World 

Author Series" by Twayne Publishers which has encouraged the study 

of many Chinese authors. Second, many of these lesser known novels 

are being translated into English and other Western languages to make 

them accessable to non-Chinese readers. An example of this is Gary 

Seaman's recent study and translation of Journey to the North (Pei-

7 yu Chi), which is one of the four novels known collectively as The 
g 

Four Journeys (Ssu-yu Chi). Finally, seme scholars have begun to 

examine the fiction of certain time periods. For example, Robert 

Hegel concentrates on the crucial period of the late Ming/early Ch'ing 

9 in his work, The Novel in Seventeenth-Century China. 

Two novels which have been studied, but not exhaustively by any 

means, are Prayer Mat of Flesh and A Supplement to Journey to the 

10 West, also translated as Ttawer of Myriad Mirrors. Both of these 

novels, while important literarily, have been obscured by more well-

known classical novels. In the case of Prayer Mat of Flesh, this 
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up-staging has cane at the hands of Golden Lotus, which like Prayer 

Mat is a pornographic masterpiece. In Tower of Myraid Mirrors' case, 

the earlier and more popular Journey to the West, on which Tower of 

Myriad Mirrors is based, has overshadowed its offspring, even to the 

present. 

11 Since Franz Kuhn's German translation of Prayer Mat in 1959 

12 and the subsequent English rendering by Richard Martin (1963), the 

novel has received increasing critical attention among both Chinese 

and WEstern scholars alike. Nathan Mao and Liu Ts'un-yan have studied 

the novel's author, Li Yii (1611-1680), in one of the Twayne Series 

13 books. The author of Tower of Myriad Mirrors, Tung Yiieh (1620-1686), 

14 
has also been studied in a Twayne book by Frederick Brandauer. 

Although Brandauer has studied this novel more than any other Western 

scholar, it was Larry Schulz and Shuen-fu Lin who translated the novel 

15 after Brandauer's study appeared. Both of these novels have been 

16 
examined by Hegel in his work on seventeenth-century Chinese fiction. 

However, despite these and other critical studies of these two 

novels, some aspects of each work have been neglected. Thus, the 

purpose of this work is to shed new light on these heretofore ignored 

components of both novels. The first chapter contains a cursory survey 

of the intellectual and historical setting from which these works 

emerged. Next, the two novels will be discussed individually in Chapters 

Two and Three. In each of these, a discussion of the authors' lives 

and relavent writings, the books' editions and controversies, and 

the preceding criticalliterature will be provided followed by a context

ual examination of the novels themselves. The focus of Prayer Mat 



of Flesh is to explore the novel as a picaresque novel, the character 

consistency of the hero, and the morality presented in the novel. 

In Tower of Myraid Mirrors, the elements of Ch'an Buddhism will be 

discussed, especially the symbols which allegorically serve to arrange 

a progression to spiritual enlightenment which may be termed "the 

method of delving into desire in order to eliminate it." Finally, 

a chapter will be devoted to the comparison of the two novels and 

their respective authors in order to better understand the novels, 

the authors, and their literary times. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE INTELLECTUAL AND 

HISTORICAL SETTING OF THE LATE MING 

Before examining the two novels at hand, a brief overview of 

the historical and intellectual climate will provide a foundation 

upon which to base this study. Historically and intellectually, the 

period of the late Ming is extremely complex, and therefore, it will 

not be possible in this context to explore in detail numerous aspects 

which might otherwise command our attention. Here we will seek only 

to outline some key elements. First, a general overview of the historical 

setting will be provided, beginning with the establishment of the Ming, 

but focusing on the late Ming and continuing into the founding of the 

Ch'ing. Next, we will briefly examine four main trends in late Ming 

thought: the state orthodoxy of the Ch'eng-Chu School of Neo-Confucianism, 

opposition to this orthodoxy by the T'ai-chou School, the so-called 

"Three Teachings in One" (san-chiao ho-i) movement, and the popularity 

of "morality books" shan-shu). Finally, we will focus on four of 

the key thinkers in the late Ming period who are most relavent to 

this study. In this way, we hope to give a rough but accurate sketch 

of the setting in which the novels to be studied were created. 

The Historical Setting 

-7-
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In 1368 A.D., Chu Yuan-chang (1328-1398) founded the Ming dynasty 

1 (1368-1644). Born in humble circumstances and orphaned while still 

young, his early years were dominated by hunger and poverty. In 1352, 

he was a Buddhist novice spending most of his time begging for his 

sustenance. Sixteen years later, he was the emperor of China. After 

consolidating his position as emperor, Chu's first order of business 

was to devise a way to preserve the continuation of the imperial line 

for the longest period possible. The preceding regime, the Mongol 

Yuan (1280-1367), had been excellent conquerers under Genghis Khan 

(Temujin, 11557-1227) and his grandson, Kublai Khan (r. 1260-1294), 

but they were inferior administrators. Thus, the Mongol Empire collap

sed after ruling China for less than one-hundred years. 

Hence, Chu Yuan-chang sought to avoid those mistakes made by 

the Mongols while retaining much of the institutional structure he 

had inherited from the past. Therefore, in order to weaken the hold 

on political power of a large central bureaucracy, his first step 

was to abolish the prime ministership. Thus, by concentrating power 

in his own hands, he signalled his intention to rule as well as reign. 

The closest to absolute rule in Chinese history since the reign of 

Ch'in-shih Huang-ti (r. 246-214 B.C.), the Ming emperor could wield 

great power as long as he desired to do so. 

However, in the latter haLf of the dynasty, the government began 

2 to decline internally. As Richard Smith points out, "The pattern 

was a familiar one: reign by weak and self-indulgent emperors, official 

corruption and bureaucratic factionalism, eunuch abuses (a particularly 

acute problem in the Ming), fiscal irresponsibility, neglect of public 
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3 
works, natural disasters, and the rise of rebellion." Immanuel Hsii 

lists "eunuch domination of the court, moral degredation, political 

4 corruption, intellectual irresponsibilitu, high taxes, and famine" 

as the primary factors leading to the downfall of the Ming. Helen 

Dunstan has also examined the role of widespread epidemics at the 

5 close of the Ming. Under such conditions, a change of dynasty was 

inevitable. 

Meanwhile, to the northeast of China, on the Manchurian plain, 

£ a mortal threat to the survival of the Ming household was growing. 

The position of the Manchus, semi-nomadic non-Chinese tribes, was 

about to change drastically and this transformation would be sparked 

by their great leader, Nurhachi (1559-1626), who succeeded his father 

7 as tribal chieftain in 1584. By 1616, he had unified the Manchu 

tribes under his "banner system" and declared war on the Ming under 

the pretense of the "Seven Grievances." However, he would die in 

battle (1626) before he could see China conquered. 

He was succeeded by his son, Abahai (1592-1643), who immediately 

0 chose a new strategy. Abandoning his offensive on the Chinese front, 

he conquered Korea in 1627 making it a Manchu protectorate. The fol

lowing year he resumed the offensive against the Ming. By 1634, the 

Manchus controlled Inner Mongolia and in the same year changed their 

reign title from the "Latter Chin," chosen by Nurhachi in 1616, to 

"Ch'ing" (meaning "pure"). On the doorstep of China proper, Abahai 

died, in 1643. He was succeeded by his six-year-old son, Shun-chih 

(r. 1644-1661), but Abahai's brother, Dorgon (1612-1650),^ held power 

as regent. 
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With the dynasty on the verge of collapse and the government 

no longer able to maintain order, increasing numbers of Chinese aided 

the alien Manchu invaders. However, on April 25, 1644, it was not 

the Manchu troops who reached the capital of Peking first, but rather 

10 a rebel general, Li Tzu-ch'eng (16/05-1645). While Li sacked the 

capital, the army of WuSan-kuei (1612-1678), Ming general in charge 

of defending the north from the Manchu invaders, met the army of Dorgon 

11 at Chan-hai kuan (Shan-hai Pass). Trapped between Dorgon's army 

to the north and Li Tzu-ch'eng's to the south, Wu made a pact with 

Dorgon pledging his allegiance to Dorgon in exchange for a future 

hereditary fief. A few days later, the conbined forces of Dorgon 

and Wu defeated Li and the latter was forced to retreat to the west. 

On June 1, 1644, a proclamation was issued announcing the establishment 

12 of the new dynasty. 

Wu San-kuei's dicision to aid Dorgon in defeating Li proved to 

be crucial, but perhaps historians would have been kinder to Wu if 

he had not stipulated rank and land as compensation for his role. 

In any case, several more decades of warfare, chaos, and bloodshed 

would remain for China until all the rebels and Ming loyalists could 

be pacified or eradicated. Using Taiwan as his base, Koxinga (Cheng 

Ch'eng-kung, 1624-1662) resisted the new dynasty as a pirate and a 

13 Ming loyalist. However, the Ch'ing eventually prevailed and the early 

Ch'ing period would bring stability and cultural flourishing, especially 

under the reigns of the K'ang-hsi (r. 1661-1722) and Ch'ien-lung (r. 1736-

14 1795) emperors. 

Hence, the period in which the authors of the two nevels lived, 
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Li Yii and Tung Yiieh, was a time of widespread warfare, disease, banditry, 

and social chaos. The government had lost control over its own people 

and many rebels, such as Li Tzu-ch'eng, were primarily interested 

in plunder rather than rule. In addition to influencing the lives 

of these two authors, this social disorder also effected the intellectual 

thought of the period. 

Major Intellectual Trends 

Although Chinese intellectual history is vast and complex, 

even a study of the last century of Ming philosophical thoguht would 

be a Herculean feat, for the purposes of this study we may identify 

four basic features of late Ming thought which will prcxnote understanding 

of the time. These four trends are the orthodoxy of the Ch'eng-Chu 

School of Principle, the rise of the T'ai-chou School of Mind, the 

pervading "Three Teachings in One" ideal, and the prevalent use of 

"morality books." By examining these four themes, it is hoped that 

an elementary understanding of the intellectual times will be established. 

The most dominant aspect of Ming throught is the established ortho

doxy of the Ch'eng-Chu Neo-Confucian School. This school has its 

genesis in the Sung dynasty in which Confucians began to borrow meta

physics and other elements from Buddhism in order to strengthen their 

16 
positions. Two of the "founding fathers" were Chou Tun-i (1017-1073), 

who conbined Confucian ethics and Taoist metaphysics, and Shao Yung 

(1011-1077), who added Book of Changes (I Chinq)-based numerology to 
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17 18 Neo-Confucianism. Contributions were also made by Chang Tsai (1020-1077) 

19 and Ch'eng Hao (1032-1085). However, the two key founding fathers of 

20 the orthodox school of Neo-Confucianism were Ch'eng I (1033-1107), 

Ch'eng Hao's brother, and Chu Hsi (1130-1200).^ 

Ch'eng I created a rationalistic philosophy based on principle 

(li) which brought order socially and moral cultivation personally. 

Although Ch'eng I's writings were officially banned from 1103 to 1155, 

by the time they were again available Chu Hsi had already become a 

22 follower. Chu Hsi, known as the "Great Synthesizer," took the 

writings of those who had preceded him as raw material and he synthesized 

this material into a tightly-woven system of throught which would dominate 

China to modern times. While the Ch'eng-Chu brand of Neo-Confucianism 

was not recognized as orthodoxy in Chu Hsi's lifetime, by the Yuan 

23 dynasty "Chu Hsi's philosophy dominated." The method employed by 

the Yuan government to ensure this school's thorught as state orthodoxy 

was to base the material of the civil service examinations on Chu 

24 
Hsi's thoguht "which tended also to determine the school curriculum." 

This practice was continued in the Ming so that all scholars were 

necessarily required to be intimately familiar with Ch'eng-Chu Neo-

Confucianism and its texts. 

Early in the Ming, Wang Ynag-ming (Shou-jen, 1472-1529), perhaps 

the foremost thinker of the Ming period, presented the Ch'eng-Chu 

25 School with its most serious challenge. He emphasized that knowledge, 

no matter how profound, was useless whithout acting upon it. Futhermore, 

rather than stressing principle, Wang Yang-ming focused on the heartmind 
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(hsin), making it the center of his philosophy. Thus, his school is 

often referred to as the School of Mind, which was furthered by Wang Chi 

(1498-1583)^ and Wang Ken (1483-1540) The latter would found the 

influential T'ai-chou School (T'ai-chou P'ai) which came the closest to 

dislodging the Ch'eng-Chu School from its position as the official 

orthodoxy. However, as the Ming dynasty drew to a close, the Ch'eng-Chu 

School regained its unchallenged role of superiority. During this period, 

Chu Hsi emerged as the single most important figure in Neo-Confucianism 

28 overshadowing Ch'eng I and others. 

While the T'ai-chou School rivalled Ch'eng-Chu orthodoxy for 

a time, one of its more radical members, Chiao Hung (15407-1620), 

29 openly rebelled against this orthodoxy. Described as a "wildcat 

Ch'anist," as were many members of the T'ai-chou School, he vigorously 

emphasized the importance of Han Learning over the developments of 

the Sung Neo-Confucians. He was also a proponent of the so-called 

"Three Teachings in One" ideal. 

Another key theme in Ming thought is this "Three Teachings in 

One" doctrine. Stated simply, this doctrine held that the three chief 

religions of China—Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism—were compliment

ary, not incompatable. Thus, these three teachings could be viewed 

as three unique facets of the same core religion and threby not mutually 

exclusive. In Ming times, this doctrine was nearly universally accepted 

by the common people and it pervaded the philosophy of the literati. 

In the Sung dynasty, with the flourishing of Neo-Confucianism 

and its corresponding criticism of Buddhism, Buddhists sought ways 
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to refute these criticisms. The leading Buddhist champions were a 

Ch'an Buddhist monk of the Yun-men lineage, Chi-sung (1007-1072), 

and Chang Shang-ying (1043-1122), who held the post of Prime Minister 

and was associated with the Reform Party of Wang An-shih (1021-1086). 

They refuted the anti-Buddhist sentiments of the Neo-Confucians, especial

ly Ou-yang Hsiu (1007-1072), by finding common ground between the 

two systems of thought and developing these similiarities. One scholar 

points to Chi-sung as a major figure in the genesis of the syncretic 

30 "Three Teachings in One" philosophy. 

Throughout the Sung dynasty, this concept was furthered and developed. 

In the Mongol Yuan dynasty, a new conflict arose; namely, that of 

the predominantly Chinese bureaucracy which stressed Neo-Confucian 

thought and the Mongol court in which Tibetan Buddhism was the pre

vailing religion. Thus, the "Three Teachings" syncretism was supported 

by the Yuan government in order to relieve the conflict between Buddhism 

31 and Confucianism and further legitimize their reign. However, as 

expected, the form of Buddhism emphasized in the Yuan was Tibetan 

rather than Chinese. 

This ideal of the "Three Teachings in One" continued to gain in 

32 
acceptance in the Ming, especially in the latter half of the dynasty. 

Most of the major late Ming thinkers were proponents of the doctrine, 

either directly or indirectly. Moreover, several other trends developed 

as by-products of the "Three Teachings in One" doctrine. First, many 

aspects of popular Taoism and Buddhism became increasingly widespread 

33 among the literati. Second, there was also a tendency for Buddhists 

to adopt syncretic views of the differences between various sects. 
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In particular, Ch'an and Pure Land Buddhism began to be fused in the 

thought of many eminent Buddhist philosophers of the late Ming. Finally, 

the syncretic "Three Teachings in One" movement led to the popularity 

of morality books. 

The final intellectual trend is the morality book which parallels 

temporally the "Three Teachings in One" movement. Also originating 

in Sung times, morality books developed through the Yuan, becoming 

very much in vogue in the Ming dynasty. First, I will discuss seme 

general features of these moral tracts and then I will describe in 

more detail the two most famouse works, the Treatise of the Most Exalted 

One on Moral Restribution (T'ai-shang Kan-yinq P'ien) and the Ledger 

of Merits and Demerits (Kung-kuo Ko). Although many other morality 

books exist, these two are the most well-known and were the most widely 

used. Therefore, I will examine these two primarily. 

Morality books were written "for the moral edification of every 

34 stratum of seciety," the gentry included. Thexr main purpose was 

to establish a code of moral values which could be followed by all 

people. Theoretically, they were intended to provide a set of guidelines 

by means of which a person could earn merit in the Buddhist sense. 

However, the actual stipulations contained in these books possess 

as much influence from Confucianism as they do from Buddhism. Moreover, 

Taoist influence is also paarent as one of the rewards for merit 

35 
accumulation was said to be the prolonging of one's life-span. 

By writing, printing, or publishing morality books, members of the 

gentry could both increase their personal store of Buddhist merit 
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and also fulfill their Confucian obligation of providing a moral education 

for the lower classes. Thus, morality books provided a medium for 

the elite to directly influence the mores of the literate population 

and indirectly those of common people. 

Moreover, with literacy increasing as the educational establishment 

continued to expand, morality books provided moral guidance which 

was in form much less abstruse than the Confucian classics or the 

Buddhist sutras; hence, they became increasingly popular among the 

36 semi-literate. Sakai Tadao, who has studied the morality books 

in depth, writes, 

Morality books ... had to adapt to the increasing 
specialization of functions among the common 
people and they also had to take into account 
the effects of a spreading money economy in 
the Ming. ... The attempt is made to distinguish 
between virtuous acts which do not involve any 
monetary expenditure and those which do.37 

Thus, two basic types of meritorious deeds were specified in many morality 

books: those which the rich could perform involving money, and those 

which the poor could perform at nomonetary cost. One work which 

was written specifically for those in the latter category is the Merito

rious Deeds at No Cost (Pu-fei-ch'ien kunq-te li). 

Moreover, in the Ming, many works contained stipulations of proper 

38 
deeds based not only on welth, but also on occupation and status. 

Thus, the deeds one should or should not perform depended upon gender, 

education, and specific occupation. Hence, for a member of the literati, 

good deeds may involve the publishing or collecting of morality books; 

for a merchant, it may involve honesty in practicing business; and for 

a peasant, it could mean paying one's taxes and not harming one's 
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neighbors' crops. However, in such works, certain minimal standards 

39 were set that were assumed to be abided by universally. 

The first of the most popular morality books is the Treatise of 

the Most Exalted One on Moral Retribution written in the twelfth-

40 centry by Li Ch'ang-ling. This work has been translated by D.T. 

41 Suzuki and Paul Carus (1906) and is probably the most well-known 

morality book. Supposedly written under the authority of Lao Tzu 

(semi-legendary founder of Taoism known by the appellation T'ai-shang 

lao-chun [Most Exalted Lord Lao]), the work is based on Ko Hung's 

42 fourth-centry work, Pao-p'u tzu, which it closely resembles. 

The main body of the text contains the following sections: a 

preface or introduction, a list of basic commandments, a list of rewards 

for the virtuous, lengthy explanations of the ocnduct of evil-doers, 

a list of punishments for the wicked, and various other exhortations 

43 and injunctions to lead a moral life. Several stories have also 

been appended to the work throughout time. Most of these tales are 

didactic, with the moral of the story reflecting one of the codes from 

the text. Included are stories of both the moral and the immoral, 

with a typical reward for meritorious behavior being a son who subsequent

ly succeeds in the civil service examinations. Other rewards or punish

ments may be the lengthening or shortening of one's life-span respectively. 

Thus, this work also reflects two widely held beliefs of Ming times: 

first, that merit, and demerit, can be transferred to one's descendants; 

and second, "that one can control one's own destiny by achieving virtue 

44 and eschewing vice." 

The second of these works is the Ledger of Merits and Demerits, 
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which is actually not a single work, but rather a class of morality 

works which all shared common elements. First, they all classified 

various acts or deeds as either meritorious or demeritorious. Second, 

they arranged various acts hierarchically; thus, certain deeds were 

viewed as being more or less meritorious than others, or vice versa. 

For example, killing an insect was not considered as severe as killing 

an ox; therefore, the demerits for killing an insect were less than for 

killing an ox. Finally, by assigning actual numerical points or merit 

scores, these books provided users with guidance in caluculating precise 

measurements of their respective merits or demerits. Hence, theoretically 

one could actually predict one's future fate or karma according to 

45 the scores obtained in the ledgers. 

These ledgers of merit were extremely popular in the increasingly 

mercantile Ming society. It was generally accepted that famous Sung 

Neo-Confucians mentioned earlier, such as Chu Hsi, Shao Yung, and 

46 
Chou Tun-i, had all utilized ledgers of this kind as guides to action. 

The earliest known example of such a ledger is dated 1171 A.D. (the 

47 eleventh year of the Ta-ting reign period of the Chin dynasty). 

However, through the Sung and into the Ming, many of the major philosophers 

made use of them. Of the four key figures to be discussed below, 

both Chu-hung and Li Chih used such texts. While the former compiled 

various ledgers during his time, the latter combined the Treatise 

of the Most Exalted One on Moral Retribution with the ledger format 

48 to create a convenient volume for practical use. 

There are many other morality books not mentioned here and although 

they existed in a vast diversity, they all possess common traits. 
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They were, first of all, "based fundamentally on the idea that the 

individual did the evaluating for himself and took charge of his own 

49 fate." Next, although based on Confucian doctrines primarily, they 

were "supplemented and supported by religious notions drawn from Taoism 

50 and Buddhism." Finally, these morality books usually possess various 

categories which stipulated certain criteria for one group and others 

for other groups. In this way, the poor could still accumulate merit 

without excessive monetary expenditure. 

Thus, we have seen that Ming intellectual thought was dominated 

by four major trends. First, throughout the Ming, the state orthodoxy 

which set the curriculem for the civil service examinations continued 

to be the Ch'eng Chu School of Principle. However, in the Ming, this 

school was rivalled for a time by Wang Yang-ming's School of Mind, 

and later by his disciple, Wang Ken's, T'ai-chou School. Next, we 

have demonstrated that a pervading theme in popular thought as well 

as intellectual philosophy was the so-called "Three Teachings in One" 

concept. And finally, we have seen that morality books were also 

widely used in the Ming by not only the common people, but also by 

the gentry class. Evidence of these four trends may also be found 

in the thought of the four primary thinkers of the late Ming, to be 

discussed nest. 

Key Intellectual Figures 

While there were many interesting and provocative thinkers in 
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late Ming times, constraints of time and space force us to explore 

only those key figures whose intellectual contributions are pertinent 

to this study. Thus, we will focus on four main- thinkers of the late 

Ming period: Li Chih (1527-1602), Yun-ch'i Chu-hung (1535-1615), 

Han-shan Te-ch'ing (1546-1623), and Lin Chao-en (1517-1598). By examining 

the major components of each man's philosophy, some of the trends 

discussed above will be put in a more meaningful context and better 

developed. 

The first chief thinker of the period is Li Chih, historically 

classified as a martyr figure (of which Chinese history has relatively 

51 
few) and symbol of the corruption of the Ming court in decline. 

Born in Fukien to a family having ties with "those of mixed ancestry 

52 and the Islamic faith," his life was replete with poverty, even 

after his first success in the civil service examinations in 1552. 

After serving in various governmental posts, in 1580 he retired, spending 

much of his time at Buddhist temples. After retiring, Li spent three 

years living in the household of his friend, Keng Ting-li (died 1584). 

53 
The latter's brother, Keng Ting-hsiang (1524-1596), strongly opposed 

Li's thought and when Ting-li died, a serious breach between Li and 

Ting-hsiang developed. The subtle conflict between the two escalated 

when Ting-hsiang received a high government post in 1584. Li Chih 

publically criticized several high officials, Ting-hsiang among them, 

charging them with hypocrisy. In 1588, he took the Buddhist tonsure, 

but "lead a life halfway between those of a Buddhist monk and a Confucian 

54 scholar." He continued to criticize the government, but he began 
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55 to perceive "the futility of his own campaign" as he entitled two 

of his works, A Book to Be Burned and A Book to Be Stored Away. Eventu

ally, the government would no longer tolerate his criticisms and he 

was imprisoned in 1602. Rather than he executed for treason, he committed 

suicide in his cell. 

Despite his later life interest in Buddhism and Taoism, "Li Chih 

was reared as a Confucian and died one. Following Wang Yang-ming's 

emphasis of the identification of knowledge with action, he advocated 

a "practice what you preach" morality and denounced hypocrisy. It 

was on this count that he criticized the Imperial court and governmental 

bureaucracy, which in the end cost him his life. Moreover, he recommended 

the use of morality books and authored a moral text entitled A Record 

of Changing the Causes (Chuan-yin lu) which combined the Treatise 

of the Most Exalted One on Moral Retribution and the Ledger of Merits 

57 and Demerits. As we will see in the next chapter of this work, 

his thought and lifestyle were very similiar to that of Li Yii. 

The second key philosopher of the late Ming is a Buddhist monk, 
CO 

Yun-ch'i Chu-hung. Most famous for his synthesis of Pure Land (Ching-

t'u) and Ch'an Buddhist practices, he was probably "the most important 

59 Buddhist cleric of Ming times." Taking as his chief aim the revival 

of Buddhism which was stagnating in his time, he expounded several 

practical concepts to achieve this goal. First, his syncretism of 

Pure Land and Ch;an Buddhism resulted in his recommending a meditation 

practice combining Pure Land's nien-fo (Jap.: nembutsu) and the Ch'an 

60 kung-an (Jap.: koan) methods. Second, "by Chu-hung1s time, people 
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interested in Ch'an were doing things diametrically opposed to the 

61 original spirit of Ch'an, and he was understandable horrified." 

Thus, he criticized those corrupt monks who were more interested in 

satisfying their greedy and lustful desires rather than the practice 

of Ch'an Buddhism. 

Finally, considering the corrupt state of the monastic order, 

it is not surprising that he would stress the role of the laity in 

his Buddhist practices. Aside from the fact that even lay persons 

could practice his form of nien-fo kung-an meditation, he also advocated 

various compassionate and moral practices such as non-killing and 

63 the purchase and release of captive animals. He also favored the 

use of morality books, especially the Ledger of Merits and Demerits, 

pointing to the basic concept of karma which underlies such books 

64 and is a key concept in Buddhist philosophy. His own personal use 

of morality books indicates that his syncretic views were not merely 

the blending of different Buddhist sects, but that he also borrowed 

from Taoism and Confucianism. 

Chu-hung started school rather late, at the age of sixteen, but 

65 
soon became famous for his understanding of Taoism and Confucianism. 

However, after repeated failure in the civil service examinations, 

he became a monk in 1566 and travelled from his native Hangchow to 

Shantung where he achieved enlightenment. Following five years of 

wandering, in 1571 he settled in Hangchow, at Yun-ch'i Mountain. In 

1577, a monastery for Chu-hung was completed, named Yiin-ch'i Temple 

(ssu), where he spent the remainder of his life. He attracted many 

Pure Land monks who, it is said, practiced Ch'an meditation during 
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the winter months and concentrated on Pure Land practices for the 

remainder of the year. 

Another monk who played a major role in late Ming thought was 

Han-shan Te-ch'ing who was, like Chu-hung, a Ch'an monk.^ Born in 

a small village on the outskirts of Nanking, his early life is recorded 

in a stereotypical fashion for eminent monks—his devoutly Buddhist 

mother promising to send her son to become a monk in exchange for 

a dity's divine intervention during a childhood illness. Thus, when 

Han-shan recovered, his mother prepared him for monastic life by sending 

him off to school in order to "emotionally" wean him. In 1557, he 

entered the Pao-en Monestery where as a novice he studied Confucian 

and Taoist texts as well as Buddhist scriptures. He was encouraged 

to take the civil service examinations with his fellow novices, but 

he declined. At the age of nineteen, he met a Ch'an master who taught 

him about Ch'an and Hua-yen Buddhism. 

In 1564, he was formally ordained as a monk and after seven years 

he left the monastery for a life as a wandering mendicant. In 1580, 

he settled as Wu-t'ai Shan (Mount Wu-t'ai) in northwest China to commence 

a two year project—copying the Avatamsaka Sutra in blood. Following 

this, he moved to nearby Lao-shan where he was patronized by the empress 

dowager for more than a decade. She had a monastery built for him 

in Lao-shan and also sent him a complete copy of the Buddhist Canon. 

In 1595, she fell from power and Han-shen likewise suffered. He was 

defrocked and exiled to Kwangtung where "instead of monkish garb, 

67 he wore prisoner's clothes." Although released in 1607 due to a 
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general amnesty, he did not shave his head or don monk's robes again 

until 1614, when the empress dowager died. He travelled along the 

eastern coastal region where he was "welcomed everywhere as a champion 

68 
of Buddhism by Buddhists as well as sympathetic government officials." 

In 1622, he returned to Kwangtung where he taught and meditated until 

his passing on November 5, 1623. 

Han-shan's thought was first and foremost Buddhist, but he was 

also well-versed in Confucian and Taoist texts. He had an abhorrence 

for Religious Taoism, but he was heavily influenced by the philosophical 

69 doctrines of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu. Moreover, in his various travels, 

he was known as a reformer in the Confucian sense, as he often aided 

local officials in implementing social reform programs. Although 

his writings on Buddhist doctrines are numerous and the breadth of 

topics covered vast, for the purposes of this study, only a few primary 

features of his thought will be summarized. 

First, he had a strong interest in dreams and dream analysis. 

Believing that they possessed sctne spiritual meaning, he zealously 

recorded his dreams. He also authored a work entitled Han-shan's 

Journey in Dream Land (Han-shan Meng-yu Chi). Second, in addition 

to working for social reform, he also strove for a reformation of 

the corrupt and stagnating monastic system. While still a novice, 

he nearly returned to lay life because of his disillusionment with 

the "worldliness" of monastic life. Finally, like Chu-hung, his brand 

of Buddhism involved a blending of Pure Land and Ch'an Buddhist practices. 

However, he believed that Pure Land practices were merely "a preliminary 

70 stage toward higher achievement." In this respect, he differs from 
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Chu-hung who was a true synacretist. 

7 1  The final key thinker of the late Ming period is Lin Chao-en. 

Born in Fukien in 1517, Lin spent the early part of his life on the 

typical path for a scholar—preparing for the civil service examinations. 

At the age of seventeen, he passed the first qualifying degree. Sometime 

before 1550, Lin tells how he met an "enlightened master who pited 

and instructed me. He directly pointed to this sagely mind, and all 

72 the works he spoke to me were from the Four Books and Five Classics." 

Shortly after, in 1551, Lin began to accept disciples and became a 

teacher in the Confucian tradition. However, as time went on, his 

thinking changed, perhaps due to the outbreak of social disorder in 

73 his region. By 1563, Lin began to concentrate his teachings on 

the concept of the "Three Teachings in One" discussed above. More 

of a religious evangelist than a scholarly teacher, he continued in 

this vein until his career peaked in 1580. Frcra than on age would 

slow him somewhat, but he remained an influential figure, and often 

a sought-after advisor for local government officials. Finally, early 

in 1598, Lin passed way peacefully in the presence of relatives and 

disciples. 

Lin Chao-en's thought focuses primarily on three basic areas: 

mind-cultivation, the "Three Teachings in One" concept, and the "true 

transmission" of these three religions. "Lin Chao-en's system of 

mind-cultivation was a complex fusion of Buddhist and Taoist images 

74 and techniques with a fundamentally Confucian goal and world view." 

Basing his method on the dogma of Ch'eng-Chu thought, he added to 

this Taoist methods of Internal Alchemy meditation and Taoist inter
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75 pretations of the Book of Changes. Finally, adding the Buddhist 

component of meditation to empty the mind, his system was complete. 

Lin contended that his method, which he called "stilling the back," 

was merely method derived from the Book of Changes and advocated by 

76 Mencius. Lin said that one could achieve the "sagely mind" by means 

77 of this "forgotten Confucian method." Moreover, this method could 

78 be divided into nine distinct stages leading to sagehood. The 

description of these nine stages is filled with Taoist and I Ching 

imagery and although this method resembles similiar regimens for Buddhist 

self-cultivation, the ultimate goal of Lin Chao-en's routine was 

Confucian—to achieve sage-mindedness. 

Lin Chao-en was also the late Ming's foremost proponent of the 

"Three Teachings in One" doctrine. In addition to synthesizing the 

various mind-cultivation proctices discussed above, he also formed 

a syncretic system of thought. Like Chu-hung, he stressed the importance 

of the laity. He admired the teachings of the Sixth Chinese Patriarch 

of Ch'an, Hui-neng (638-713), who "gave support to Lin's belief that 

79 celibacy and monasticism were not essential to Buddhism. He also 

agreed with Hui-neng's classification of the Pure Land in Pure Land 

Buddhism as a state of mind rather than an actual place. Finally, 

Lin sought to further the "Three Teachings in One" movement by legiti

mizing the concept. In Buddhism, especially Ch'an, there is a strong 

desire to legitimize the sect and lineage by demonstrating an unbroken 

"true transmission." Thus, Lin attempted to lend credibility to the 

"Three Teachings in One" ideal by providing a theory of "true transmission" 

for the doctrine. In this way he led the "Three Teachings" movement 
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to new heights in the late Ming. 

Hence, from the four primary thinkers of the late Ming period 

we have seen a Confucian anti-hypocrite who was martyred for his pro-

testant spirit, a Buddhist syncretist who combined Pure Land and Ch'an 

practices, a monk who revitalized Ch'an Buddhism through his eclectic 

borrowing of Confucian and Taoist ideas, and a "Three Teachings in 

One" syncretist. Many of these thinkers exhibited the four features 

of late Ming thought. Li Chih was a follower of Wang Yang-ming's 

School of Mind. Lin Chao-en based his theory on Ch'eng-Chu thought 

which was the state orthodoxy of the time. He was also the major 

advocate of the pervading "Three Teachings in One" doctrine. Any 

finally, both Chu-hung and Li Chih recommended the use of morality 

books which were in vogue in Ming times. With the intellectual and 

historical setting now clear in our minds, we turn to the two novels 

at hand. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PRAYER MAT OF FLESH; THE CHINESE "PRODIGAL SON" 

RETURNED, OR HOGARTH'S TRAGIC RAKE REVISITED? 

In pre-modern Chinese fiction, two novels stand out as superior 

examples of pornography, The Golden Lotus (Chin P'inq Mei) and Prayer 

Mat of Flesh (Jou P'u T'uan). However, both novels exceed mere eroticism 

and possess other important elements. Although The Golden Lotus has 

received more critical attention, Prayer Mat of Flesh is "a work of 

1 greater novelistic competence and purity." The strength of Prayer 

Mat lies in its complexity and satiric humor. Professor Hsia explains, 

"In the context of traditional Chinese fiction, ... it must be seen 

2 as a work of superior craftsmanship and undisputed literary importance." 

This importance is further reflected by the outpouring of scholarly 

criticism received by the novel in recent times, owing partially to 

3 the publication of the German translation by Franz Kuhn (1959) and 

4 the subsequent appearance of translations in French (1962) and English 

(1963).5 

In America, critical articles on the novel have focused on several 

different aspects. Considerable attention has been paid to the contro

versy surrounding the authorship of the novel which will be discussed 
g 

below. Other critics have pointed out errors in Kuhn's German transla-

7 tion as well as Martin's English rendering. Contextual studies have 

-33-
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concentrated primarily on the satirical elements of the novel, with 

Jeremy Ingalls arguing, rather weakly, that the work is a satire "of 
O 

the order of Defoe's Moll Flanders," and Robert Hegel pointing out, 

somewhat more convincingly, three targets of the author's sardonic 

9 wit. In the chapter given to Li Yu in Patrick Hana's overview of 

Chinese vernacular fiction, various aspects of Prayer Mat of Flesh 

are mentioned in passing with relation to other works of fiction and 

10 drama by Li Yu. In their study of Li Yii, Nathan Mao and Liu Ts'un-

yan provide a broad, cursory look at the important elements of the 

novel as well as some of its controversies in the chapter devoted 

11 to Prayer Mat. Finally, Dcminic Cheung has summarized Western critical 

12 writings m his article in Chinese. 

Recent scholarly attention has not been limited to the West, 

but in Asia also, Kuhn's translation of the novel appears to have 

kindled a renewed interest in the work. One Chinese scholar has 

examined in English the principle of catharsis as found in Aristotle's 

Poetics in comparison with that found in Prayer Mat of Flesh and Dream 

13 of the Red Chamber. However, perhaps the most thought provoking 

Chinese article is one by Hu Chu-jen who argues, amongst other points, 

14 that Prayer Mat is a "Novel of Manners." 

In this chapter, my intention is to shed some new light on the 

novel in three main areas: first, that rather than being a "Novel 

15 of Manners," the work would be more aptly identified as a "picaresque 

novel;" second, the consistency of character of the Before-Midnight 

Scholar; and finally, the moral and sexual attitudes of the author, 

Li Yii, as expressed in the novel. However, initially, some background 
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information will be provided to form the foundation of this study. 

In addition, a brief discussion of the main controversies surrounding 

the novel will be presented. 

Li Yii and Jou P'u T'uan 

As alluded to above, the issue of authorship has cuased a heated 

debate among critics of Prayer Mat. Traditional Chinese literary 

historians such as Lu Hsiin (Chou Shu-jen, 1881-1936) and others have 

16 named Li Yii as the author. However, several modern scholars have 

opposed this attribution. James R. Hightower bases his argument on 

a 1633 dating for the novel. This, he contends, "makes the author 

of this pornographic masterpiece a twenty-two-year-old prodigy. 

It seems to be almost an axiom that while young men read pornography, 

17 it is not they who write it." However, age is not an insurmountable 

obstacle for an author, even one of a pornographic classic. Meanwhile, 

going one step further, Jeremy Ingalls contends, "There is some internal 

evidence, at least as apposite as Robert Graves' theories about the 

author of the Oddyssey, that the hsen-sheng who composed Ju P'u T'uan 

18 might have been a women." Unfortunately, however, the reader is 

never provided with any of this "internal evidence." 

On the other hand, in their study of Li Yii, Nathan Mao and Liu 

Ts'un-yan do provide "internal evidence," but to the contrary assertion. 

Countering both Hightower and Ingalls, they boldly assert, 

There is little evidence about which age groups 
read pornography. Some sociological studies 
have shown that it is more likely that old men 
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read pornography while young men produce it. 
Moreover, by no means was Li Yii an ordinary 
or conventional man. As a youth, his interest 
in women and erotica far exceeded his interest 
in formal learning, as evidenced by his frequent 
references to sex and sexual behavior in either 
his prose works, such as A Temporary Lodge, 
or in the short stories in Drama Without Sound 
and Twelve Towers.19 

They follow this statement with numerous textual examples demonstrating 

that the language and diction of Twelve Towers (Shih-erh Lou) and 

Drama Without Sound (Wu-sheng-hsi), both of which are attributed to 

Li Yii with reasonable certainty, strongly resembles those of Prayer 

20 Mat of Flesh. Therefore, I believe, as does Robert Hegel, that 

for all intents and purposes here, Li Yii may be designated as the 

21 author of the novel. 

Li Yii was born in 1611 in the Hsia-chih district of Hupeh province, 

22 
but his sncestral home was the town of Lan-ch'i in Chekiang province. 

His cognomen (tzu) was Li-weng and among his various nicknames, "Hu-

shang Li-weng" (Fisherman of the Lake) was the most common. Little 

is known of his childhood, but it appears that in 1629, following 

the death of his father, the family moved back to Lan-ch'i, probably 

due to financial difficulties. Still, Li Yii is portrayed by his biogra

phers as being somewhat of a prodigy: "Li was known as a young genius, 

well versed in the classics and figted in writing poetry, drama and 

fiction. About 1635, at the age of twenty-four, he passed his first 

23 
degree (hsiu-ts'ai) examination in Wuchow (Chin-hua)." Following 

this examination, his essays on the classics were circulated and published 

by the chief examiner. 

However, political unrest and widespread banditry would thwart 
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Li's hopes for a career in government service. In one instance, he 

was robbed along the road by a band of highwaymen, but fortunately, 

he escaped with his life. On another occasion, rebel and bandit activi

ties forced Li to abort a journey to Hangchow to participate in the 

provincial examinations. Thus, in 1642, with the death of his mother, 

and as a result of repeated failures to progress in the examinations, 

he abandoned his aspirations of being employed in the political arena 

and removed himself from society until the end of 1644. 

Shortly following the lunar New Year's Festival, in the spring 

of 1645, Li emerged from his self-imposed seclusion and was accepted 

into the household of Hsu Hsi-ts'ai (dates unknown), an official in Chin-

hua prefecture. In 1646, as the invading Manchus neared Chin-hua, Li 

left Hsu's house after having lived there for more than one year and 

returned briefly to Lan-ch'i. Selling his heme there in 1647, he moved 

to Hangchow, remaining there for ten years, where he began to write 

seriously. These literary efforts would prove to be Li's primary source 

of income at this time. 

In 1657, owing as much to the havoc created by Koxinga (1624-1662) 

along the Chekiang coast as to the publication of pirated editions 

of his works in Hangchow and Soochow, Li moved to Nanking, making 

it his home for the next twenty years. At this time in his life, he 

socialized with the area's important officials as well as many of the 

leading literary celebrities. He formed particularly close ties with 

24 
two young literati, Yu T'ung (1618-1704) and Yii Huai (1616-1696). 

In addition to authoring ch'uan-ch'i plays during this period, 

he also formed his own dramatic troupe to perform those plays which 
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he had written. This is a genuinely unique situation in Chinese dra

matic history, as a Chinese playwright rarely acted as a director or 

stage-manager as did Li. "He felt that the dramatist needed to be 

closely conversant with the stage, and to put himself in the place of 

25 both actor and audience," in order to ensure that his plays were por

trayed correctly. Thus, employing Nanking as his base, he travelled 

throughout China with his cast visiting all the major urban centers. 

They played Peking, the capital, no less than four times. Through his 

dramatic endeavors, he was able financially to support his large house

hold and dramatic troupe. These excursions were not only economically 

profitable and creatively inspirational, they also provided him with 

new talent: he was presented with several adept and beautiful actresses 

who also served as his concubines. However, although his casting needs 

appear to have been solved, his good fortune was short-lived; all of 

these starlet-concubines died young, most by the age of eighteen. 

In 1660, at the age of fifty, and following the birth of his 

first son, he opened a bookstore and printing establishment named 

"The Mustard Seed Garden" (Chieh-tzu yuan). This venture provided Li 

with additional funding for his dramatic tours. However, by 1677, all 

his concubine-actresses had died and he was again in debt. Forced to 

sell his house and belongings, he returned to Hangchow where he would 

dwell for the remainder of his life. Following this move, he prefaced 

the first series of the well-known artistic text Painting Patterns of 

the Mustard Seed Garden (Chieh-tzu-yiian hua-chuan), collected by Shen 

Hsin-yu (dates unknown), Li's son-in-law, and illustrated by Wang Kai 

(dates unknown). His financial situation improved with his participation 



39 

in this work, but soon after its publication in 1679, he fell ill. 

Not long after, he died, apparently in early 1680. 

William Dolby describes Li as a "playwright, novelist, drama 

theorist, poet, and expert on the sexual arts, feminine charm, archi

tecture, travel, recreation, diet, hygiene, and household equipment 

26 and furnishings." His writings include poetry, prose essays, plays, 

short stories, and one novel. His works have been collected and edited 

by Helmut Martin in the fifteen volume Li Yii ch'iian-chi which is divided 

into six sections: The Sayings of One Household (I-chia-yen), including 

poetry, letters, records, etc.; A Temporary Lodge for my Leisure 

Thoughts (Hsien-ch'ing ou-chi), containing six chiian of prose essays 

on a variety of topics; Li-weng's Ten Ch'uan-ch'i Plays (Li-weng ch'uan 

ch'i shih-chung), ten extant dramatic pieces; Drama Without Sound 

(Wu-cheng-hsi), a collection of twelve short stories; Twelve Towers 

(Shih-erh Lou), also a collection of twelve short stories each containing 

the word lou (tower) in the title; and five critical articles on Li Yii 

27 and his writings. 

The first section remains untranslated, except for brief excerpts 

28 which appear in scholarly works on Li Yii. Excerpts from the Hsien-ch'ing 

29 ou-chi are included in works on Li Yii's dramatic theory and Lin Yutang 

(1895-1976) has translated portions in three of his books: My Country 

30 31 and My People, The Importance of Living, and The Importance of 

32 Understanding; as well as one of Li's essays in an article entitled 

3 3  . . .  "On Charm in Women." The importance of these essays in this collection 

is that they are the primary source for Li's dramatic theory. Many 

scholars have noted that he played a major role in the development 
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of dramatic criticism in the Ch'ing dynasty (1644-1911), and that 

his views, in some cases, parallel Western dramatic theory in post-

34 Chakespearean times. 

Of the ten ch'uan-ch'i dramas by Li preserved in the Li-weng 

ch'uan-ch'i shih-chunq, four have been examined in depth by Eric P. 

Henry in his book, Chinese Amusement: The Lively Plays of Li Yii. 

In addition to providing critical studies of the four plays The Paired 

Soles (Pi-mu yii), The Amazing Reunion (Ch'iao t'uan-yiian), The Kite's 

Mistake (Feng cheng wu), and What Can You Do? (Nai-ho t'ien), Henry 

also includes concise act summaries for the non-specialist. The remain

ing six pieces are The Fragrance-Adoring Companion (Lien-hsiang pan), 

An Ideal Marriage Destiny (I-chung yuan), The Mirage Tower (Shen-chun 

lou), The Hen Seeks the Rooster (Huang ch'iu feng), The Jade Scratcher 

(Yii Sao-t'ou), and The Careful Couple (Shen luan-chiao). 

The first of Li's short fiction collections, Drama Without Sound, 

35 
remains untranslated, although it has received modern critical attention. 

36 
Twelve Towers, however, has been paraphrased in English by Nathan Mao. 

Furthermore, these two collections are studied in separate chapters 

in Mao and Liu's Li Yii as well as Huang's Li Yii yen-chiu. -

In addition to those works amassed in the Li Yii ch'iian-chi, two 

other literary pieces have been attributed to Li Yii, Prayer Mat of 

37 
Flesh and The Palindromic Affair (Hui-wen chuan). While there is 

justification in identifying Prayer Mat as Li's masterstroke of erotica, 

38 
with The Palindromic Affair, the contrary is clearly the case. 

However, the focus of this chapter is the text of Prayer Mat of 

Flesh itself. As previously mentioned, translations of this work 
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exist in both German and French. Aside from Martin's English rendering 

of Franz Kuhn's German text, there is another partial translation in 

39 English found in the book, The Ying-Yanq. This is a study of Chinese 

sexuality, erotica, and ponography simulating Van Gulik's standard 

40 examination. In their exploration of erotic literature in China, 

the authors translate several episodes from Prayer Mat of Flesh to 

underscore their points. Curiously, however, they make no mention 

of Martin's translation even though it predates their effort by eight 

years. 

As mentioned above, the Kuhn/Martin translation of Prayer Mat 

has been criticized strongly by C.T. Hsia, James Hightower, and Jeremy 

Ingalls. Hightower points out Kuhn's errors in translation and interpre

tation, while Hsia reiterates these criticisms and further elucidates 

on the mistakes comitted by Martin in converting the German into 

English. Hsia, moreover, faults Kuhn for h.s choice of editions upon 

which to base his rendering, but this is discussed below. Ingalls 

blasts the tandem for overlooking the satiric elements in the novel 

and failing to account for them in their translation. Yet, in spite 

of the obvious textual problems and discrepancies, the Kuhn/Martin 

version is still much to be preferred to the Humana/Wang redering. 

Excluding the completeness of the former over the latter, there 

is also the added advantage of greater literal accuracy. To provide 

a brief example to illustrate this difference, in the third chapter 

of the novel (Chapter Two in the Kuhn/Martin version), there is the 

following passage in Chinese: 
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Yii-hsiang hsing, chuan Wei tao: "Wo fang weng 
ssu liao ch'ii. Ni chih-tao ma?" Wei-yang sheng 
tao: "Wo tsen-ma pu chih-tao. Che pu chiao-
tso ssu. Chiao-tso tiu."41 

In The Ying-Yang, this excerpt is rendered, 

Delicate Scent was the first to recover, "Did 
you know that a moment ago I was actually dead," 
she said. 
"You were no more dead than dead," replied the ^ 
Scholar. "What you experienced was Heavenly Oblivion." 

Comparing this translation to that of the Kuhn/Martin version, the 

latter's superiority shines forth: 

She was first to stir; she heaved a deep sigh 
and said: "Did you notice? I was dead just now." 
"Of course I noticed. But we don't call it ^ 
'death.' We call it 'giving off an extract.'" 

Perhaps, "giving off an extract" is not the ideal term corresponding 

to the Chinese tiu, but it is clearly preferable to the highly embellished 

"Heavenly Oblivion." A more literal translation of the passage would 

be something like this: 

Noble Scent awoke [first] and turning to the 
Scholar said, "Just now, I was dead. Did you 
know that?" 
The Before-Midnight Scholar replied, "How could 
I not know? [but,] this is not called 'dying.' 
It is called an'orgasm.'" 

Although this merely one example, further textual comparison would 

lead to the identical conclusion. Therefore, unless otherwise stated, 

all translations for Prayer Mat will come from the Martin English 

version. 

In their work on Li Yii, Mao and Liu list six different editions 

of Prayer Mat of Flesh: 1. The Kuei-yu woodblock edition. (Most 

44 
scholars date this work at 1633, but Hegel believes 1693 is more likely. 
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Franz Kuhn mistakenly assigns it to the year 1634.) 2. The Tsui-yueh 

Hsiian woodblock edition. (The Peking Library Collection possesses 

a copy.) 3. A Japanese edition dated 1705 listing a "Ch'ing-yin hsien-

sheng" of the Ming as the author. 4. An undated Japanese edition 

of the Meiji era (1868-1912). 5. A Chinese lithographic edition dated 

. . 45 
1869. 6. A 1943 Chinese reprint of the Kuei-yu edition. Franz 

Kuhn utilized two editions in preparing his translation: Text A, 

46 the 1705 Japanese edition; and Text B, the 1943 Chinese reprint. 

47 While Kuhn based his work primarily on Text B, C.T. Hsia faults 

48 him for this and clearly prefers Text A. As a result of the increased 

attention paid to the novel since Kuhn's translation, a modern edition 

has recently appeared, based on the 1705 Japanese edition, and published 

49 in Hong Kong. This being the only widely circulating edition at 

present, and the lone edition held by the University of Arizona Library, 

I have been confined to its use. Therefore, all quotations in Chinese, 

as above, come from this edition. Finally, the first two chapters 

of the novel were published in Chinese in the periodical Ming-pao 

yiieh-k'an based on the 1705 Japanese edition. 

A Brief Plot Summary 

In the initial chapter of Prayer Mat (the final chapter in the 

Kuhn/Martin translation), the author sermonizes his readership, stating 

his views on the morality of late Ming times and his reasons for writing 

the book. Following this authorial preface, the actual story commences 

in Chapter Two in which the hero, the Before-Midnight Scholar (Wei-



44 

yang sheng), debates with an elderly monk, Lonely Summit (Ku-feng 

Chang-lao)• The Scholar lists his worldly ambitions as becoming a 

great genius (ts'ai-tzu) and marrying a real beauty (chia-jen). Unim

pressed by the adpet's pleas to renounce the world, he manages to 

convince a staunch Confucian recluse, Dr. Iron-Door (T'ieh-shan tao-

jen), to allow the Scholar to wed the elder's beautiful young daughter, 

Noble Scent (Yii-hsiang). 

Following seme bridal chamber difficulties, the Scholar succeeds 

in bringing the prudish maiden to sexual ecstasy, but he soon grows 

weary of his partner. Under the pretext of continuing his studies, 

he leaves his bride for new conquests and meets up with a young thief, 

K'un-lun's Rival (Sai K'un-lun), along the road. The two become sworn 

brothers and the burglar promises to aid the Scholar in his erotic 

quest. K'un-lun's Rival insists on an inspection of the Scholar's 

"equipment" and when he detects a deficiency in that area, the Scholar 

submits to the ministrations of a Taoist physician who surgically 

improves on nature. 

Thus fortified, he seduces Aroma (Yen-fang), the wife of a rather 

ignorant cloth merchant, Honest Ch'iian (Ch'iian lao-shih). While Honest 

Ch'iian is away on business, K'un-lun's Rival helps the Scholar win 

Arona and the couple enjoy a carnal feast until Aroma's husband returns. 

The Scholar, however, is not ready to relinquish his partner, and 

therefore he sends K'un-lun's Rival to pressure the merchant into 

selling his wife. Having purchased Aroma, the thief presents her 

to the Scholar for unlimited enjoyment. However, Aroma's pregnancy 

soon renders sex impossible, and so the hero is off on his quest again. 
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This time, he finds his way into the household of three young women 

whose husbands are all in Peking participating in the national civil 

service examinations. The three beauties share their prize equally 

until their Auntie Chen (Chen-ku or Hua-chen), a sex-starved widow, 

kidnaps their treasure and retains him for her own pleasure. 

At this point, the plot line branches into two, with the narration 

departing from the Scholar temporarily and following the merchant, 

Honest Ch'iian. Swearing revenge on the Scholar, he travels to Iron-

Door's domicile, persuages the Confucian to admit him as a servant, 

and eventually seduces Noble Scent. When she becomes pregnant, the 

couple elope, but she miscarries on the road. Feeling satisfied that 

he has avenged his loss, he sells her into prostitution and under 

the tutelage of the brothel's madame, Noble Scent becomes proficient 

in sexual rejuvenation techniques. Inevitably, she becomes the most 

sought-after harlot in Peking where she is patronized by the husbands 

of the three beauties who are co-habitating with the Scholar. As 

for Honest Ch'iian, feeling pangs of remorse, he renounces the world, 

takes the Buddhist tonsure, and is taken in by Lonely Summit. 

The story returns to the Scholar who has finally been released 

by Auntie Chen under the condition that she be given an equal share 

of him. His escapades with these four women continue until he realizes 

that Aroma has already given birth. Thus, he takes his leave and 

returns to find that Arcana has indeed given birth to twin daughters. 

However, the Scholar has retrained sexually depleted and impotent. 

Dissatisfied, Aroma abandons the Scholar and elopes with a monk. 

The hero decides to return to Noble Scent, but instead he finds a 
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coffin awaiting him upon his arrival. Iron-Door informs him of Noble 

Scent's death, so he resolves to travel to Peking to test the skills 

of the prostitute famed for having tremendous restorative powers. 

As the Midnight Scholar is waiting to meet with the famed whore, 

in fact Noble Scent, she espies him from behind a blind and tries 

to avoid the confrontation. When the Scholar finally insists on a 

metting, she hangs herself in shame before he can see her. The angered 

patrons of the brothel seize the Scholar and lock him in the room 

in which the body is being stored until the authorities can be summoned. 

Driven by curiosity, he breifly views the corpse and realizes that 

it is Noble Scent. He is physically abused, taken before the magistrate, 

and the entire story is told. Disillusioned, he too renounces the 

world and returns to Lonely Summit, where he places himself under 

the elder's guidance. 

Huanted by lustful thoughts, however, he castrates himself and 

becomes resolved to the Buddhist Path. K'un-lun's Rival appears, 

and after relating the tale of how he avenged his friend by killing 

Arcana, he joins the group and becomes a monk under Lonely Summit. 

The novel concludes with the trio, the Before-Midnight Scholar, Honest 

Ch'iian, and K'un-lun's Rival, all following their master, Lonely Summit, 

into Nirvana. 

Jou P'u T'uan as a Picaresque Novel 

The modern Chinese critic, Hu Chii-jen, has examined Prayer Mat 

51 of Flesh in terms of the subgenre labelled, "Novel of Manners." 
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However, examination of the constituent elements of this category 

will prove that such a classification may be errant. A novel of manners 

has been defined as, 

A novel, among the dominant forces of which 
are the social customs, manners, conventions, 
and habits of a definite social class at a 
particular time and place. In the true novel 
of manners the social mores of a specific group 
are defined and described in detail and with 
great accuracy, and these mores become powerful 
controls over characters.52 

In the novel, the Scholar is not representative of his social class 

as a whole and , moreover, the mores which govern the actions of the 

Scholar and those in his environment are neither clearly defined nor 

described in great detail. A comparison of Prayer Mat with any Jane 

Austen novel would immediately disprove any claim that Prayer Mat 

is a novel of manners. Therefore, Hu Chii-jen's assertion may be rejected. 

There is, however, a subgenre into which Prayer Mat may be more 

aptly classified; that of the picaresque novel which is described as, 

A CHRONICLE, usually autobiographical, presenting 
the life story of a rascal of low degree engaged 
in menial tasks and making his living more through 
his wits than his industry. Episodic in nature, 
the picaresque novel is, in the usual sense 
of the term, structureless. It presents little 
more than a series of thrilling incidents impossible 
to conceive as happening in one life. The picaro, 
or central figure, through the nature of his 
various pranks and predicaments and by virtue 
of his associations with people of varying degree, 
affords the author an opportunity for SATIRE 
on the social classes.53 

From this outline of the general characteristics of the picaresque 

novel, Robert Alter, a literary theorist, has listed three criteria 

for classifying a work as a picaresque novel. First, the main character 
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must stand alone in the action and setting of the novel. Second, 

said solitude is a product of the barren survivalist setting in which 

the hero moves. Finally, the conclusion of the novel possesses some 

54 kind of transformation for the picaro. Therefore, this work will 

now examine the ways in which Prayer Mat of Flesh meets all three 

of these conditions. 

With respect to the first attribute, Alter states, "The basic 

situation of the picaresque novel is the solitude of its principal 

55 character in the world." This is clearly evident in Prayer Mat. 

The hero, an orphan, is on the road in search of worldly pleasures. 

Throughout his trek, he will form no fundamental relationships with 

any of the characters he encounters. Even his bond with K'un-lun's 

Rival, ostensibly that of sworn brothers, is more a matter of convenience 

than an intimate and lasting friendship. The solitary rake flits 

from trollop to trollop which in the end can only lead to disenchantment. 

Furthermore, after his climactic self-emasculation when he is forever 

accepted into the service of the Buddha, he still remains a lonely 

figure completely isolated from society. At this point in the story, 

his individuality vanishes as the narration shifts to the plot resolution 

of Honest Ch'iian and K'un-lun's Rival. 

This alienation in the life of the Scholar is created largely 

through his external world. At the novel's outset, he encounters 

several characters who have isolated themselves from the harsh, cruel 

world. The renunciant, Lonely Summit, has cut himself off from the 

"Red Dust" of society in the name of Buddhism. In similiar fashion, 

Iron-Door has sealed himself off frcam the outside world and has walled 
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up his daughter in the process. Even K1un-lun1s Rival has removed 

himeslf from the mundane world by leading the life of a nocturnal 

cat burglar. Thus, he hides in the dark not only to escape detection, 

but also to avoid the anxieties of everyday living. 

As for the hero, his escape fran the hazards of daily living takes 

the form of complete immersion in the senses. However, in order to 

obtain this goal, he must play by the one rule of society—"survival 

of the fittest." Robert Alter says, "The picaresque novel is an ex

pression of the sink-or-swim individualism characteristic of a period 

56 of social disintegration." This sense of individualism was certainly 

the case for both the Midnight Scholar as well as Li Yii himself. 

As we have seen, the late Ming was a period of political upheaval, 

widespread rebellion, and foreign invasion, and Li was touched by 

these events on more than one occasion. This would shape his life 

as well as the characters of his fiction and drama. Furthermore, 

Li sets his work in the late Yuan dynasty, a period which is roughly 

comparable to the late Ming period. 

Moreover, in the Scholar's world of sensual indulgence, the manifest 

law is "erection or rejection." He finds himself a mere servant and 

sex object of those who use him. When he returns to Aroma sexually 

depleted in Chapter Seventeen, unable to satisfy her urges, she simply 

elopes with one who is more equal to the task at hand. Of course, 

she is merely returning the favor; for when she became impragnated 

earlier, the Scholar left her in the same callous fashion as she later 

left him. In this battleground of ego, the casualties are not limited 

to the combatants; innocent bystanders also suffer, and perhaps, the 
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most. Noble Scent is the ultimate example of the futility of seeking 

refuge from the trials and tribulations of social intercourse by an 

act of withdrawal. 

Finally, in picaresque novels, especially those which involve 

some type of journey, a metamorphosis of character often occurs in 

the hero. As one scholar explains, "The self, in its 'epic' aspiration 

57 for 'wonder,1 is a pilgrim who searches for the 'ideal,1 ...." 

Examples of this may be immediately perceived in works like Journey 

to the West and Pilgrim's Progress. In true picaresque novels in 

which a journey is involved, the transformation is more subtle, as 

in the case of Tan Jones, Don Quixote de la Mancha, and Huckleberry 

Finn. In the latter's case, Mark Twain's masterpiece of social satire, 

one critic has even labelled Huck's alteration of character as a "counter-

58 conversion" from religion rather than to it. 

This pattern as defined by james Fu can be paraphrased as follows 

with respect to the Midnight Scholar, "the scholar (self), in his 

aspiration for pleasure (wonder), is a pilgrim searching for (ideal) 

beauty." The Scholar has previously stated his ambitions to be gaining 

recognition as a genius and marrying a beautiful wife. Following 

his marriage, his desires focus on the seduction of various beauties. 

Hence, the aforementioned pattern is mirrored by the action of the 

novel at the literal level. 

However, this pattern is also reflected in the story line at 

the symbolic level. The Scholar's quest for beauties can be under

stood to mean, metaphorically, his search for enlightenment. At the 

beginning of the novel, the old monk, Lonely Summit, prophesies the 
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young scholar's awakening, "Your eyes will open in time. You will 

59 find your way to enlightenment on the Jou-p'u-t'uan." In like fashion, 

at the novel's conclusion, the Scholar's spiritual realization is 

indirectly mentioned as K'un-lun's Rival is described as also being 

enlightened: 

In only thirty years of zealous service to the 
Buddha he [K'un-lun's Rival] attained perfection. 
Then one day, while meditating on the prayer 
mat, he passed gently and peacefully into Nirvana 
along with his master (Lonely Summit] and his 
friend [Before-Midnight Scholar]. 
Which makes it plain that every man, even 

the worst of sinners, can find grace in Buddha's 
sight and become a Bodhisattva.^O 

61 
Hence, as in Journey to the West and Tower of Myriad Mirrors, the 

novel's close finds the main character, following numerous trials 

and tribulations, attaining coveted bliss in the Buddha. 

The search for truth is alluded to in Prayer Mat of Flesh by 

the Midnight Scholar's ceaseless quest for beautiful women. Hegel, 

as mentioned before, subtitles his section on Prayer Mat, "Sensuality 

62 and Salvation," in his study of seventeenth-century Chinese fiction 

and this exhibits the precise metaphor that Li Yii employs. The Scholar 

commences his journey with his marriage to Noble Scent. His accomplish

ment here lies not in his conquest of Iron-Door, but rather, in his 

victory over Noble Scent's modesty and prudish inhibitions, and in 

his success in leading her to full sexual awareness. This foreshadows 

the spiritual awakening the Scholar himself will experience. Following 

the seduction of five beauties, the death of his wife, and a physical 

and emotional thrashing, he realizes that the consequences of his 

selfish excesses were inevitable and "physically removes the primary 



52 

63 symbol of his emotional ties to the world." 

The evidence supporting the classification of Prayer Mat of Flesh 

as a picaresque novel is abundant and irrefutable. The novel possesses 

the three primary features of this sungenre as enumerated by Robert 

Alter and James Fu. The Scholar lives in complete isolation in the 

novel. Furthermore, this solitude is generated by the harsh survivalist 

society in which the hero exists. Moreover, the social scene of the 

times when Li Yii lived was also one of warfare and social disorder. 

Finally, this chaotic setting in the novel becomes the impetus toward 

a transformation of the Scholar, symbolized by his self-castration. 

However, some critics may contend that such an extreme act is both 

inconsistent with the Scholar's personality and contradictory to Li 

Yii's self-proclaimed moral intent in the novel. In the following 

two sections, these two questions will be addressed. 

Character Consistency of the Before-Midnight Scholar 

Throughout Prayer Mat of Flesh, the reader is presented with 

a clear sense of the personality of the young scholar. His three 

most outstanding character traits, yet to be explained, are his naivete, 

his extreme selfishness to the point of utter disregard for conventional 

social mores, and his phallic identification with sensual passion. 

By examining these three personal characteristics in the changing 

circumstances of the story, a determination of the Scholar's consistency 

of character may be made. In other words, if these three qualities 

which are so remarkable in his pre-castration persona continue to 
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appear as either a part of his self-mutilation or of the events following 

it, then the character created by Li Yii may be said to be consistent. 

A Biblical-based proverb labels money, or the lack thereof, as 

the "root of all evil." However, whether money or the desire for 

it, there is a deeper cause driving one to do evil. This profound, 

ultimate genesis of social evil (an act must be socially harmful to 

64 
be ethically defined as "evil") is none other than selfishness. 

Throughout the novel, as Hegel notes, the Scholar "has been utterly 

self-centered in his quest. He is selfishly dissatisfied with the 

monk's advice, with his beautiful wife, with his natural 'equipment,1 

65 with anything less than total immersion in sensuality." Throughout 

Prayer mat of Flesh, he greedily seduces married women, even forcing 

Aroma to be sold by her husband. He abandons his wife, Noble Scent, 

leaving her prey to Honest Ch'iian's scheme of revenge. Since K'un-

lun's Rival helps to feed his egoistic cravings, the Scholar condones 

the former's thievery as well as his extortion of Honest Ch'iian. 

Following the Scholar's radical manner of "taking the tonsure," 

his self-centeredness continues. The only change which occurs is 

that the object which he now craves is no longer physical ecstasy, 

but rather Buddhist redemption. The Scholar "will do anything to 

ensure his Buddhist detachment, even to the point of offering to drown 

66 his daughters." Although murder is the most heinous of crimes to 

a Buddhist, he casually recommends the killing of his own offspring 

to further his ends. Again, as before, his self-serving desires over

ride any and all ethical or moral considerations, even after he has 

supposedly dedicated his life to service of the Buddha. 
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Also consistent throughout the novel is the hero's identification 

of his phallus with two things, ambition and lust. At the novel's 

outset, he believes himself to be well-endowed by nature, thus, his 

passion seems strong, his confidence monumental. However, when his 

instrument is put to the measuring stick, he discovers his real stature 

and this revelation temporarily dampens his fiery cravings. He meanders 

aimlessly in a melancholy chimera until a Taoist surgeon provides 

him with renewed hope. Even the mere prospect of enlargement rekindles 

his lustful passions, so much so that when no female is at hand, he 

resorts to a homosexual encounter with his favorite manservant. 

Following the successful operation, the Scholar's size is not 

the only thing increased, for his sexual cravings have also been aug

mented along with his prowess, and his ambitions have returned. With 

his confidence building daily, the remainder of the story is devoted 

to his sexual conquests in which he passes years atop the carnal prayer-

mat, absorbed in fleshly bliss, the goal of his desperate desire. 

In the end, however, his path can only lead to suffering and disillusion

ment. For the Scholar, this unsavory revelation is twofold: first, 

he is astounded to learn that all his seemingly harmless indulgence 

has generated such pain, and also, he is dumbfounded by the realization 

that the operation has not rendered his "equipment" infallible—he 

is now impotent. The realization that even surgury cannot transform 

him into a sexual immortal leads the hero to perceive his own bodily 

mortality. Thus, he sets out on a new quest, one of spiritual detachment. 

In the end, however, his mental association of his penis with 

lust and ambition will surface once more. In time, his impotency 
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vanishes and his "overactive member" becomes a distraction on the 

Holy Path. Although Buddhist doctrines state that the emotions originate 

in one's mind, ignorant of this, the Scholar links his passions to 

his phallus. Therefore, he can only sever his ties with the world 

and eliminate his cravings by removing what he perceives the sourbe 

to be. This act is perfectly in character with the Scholar's neurotic 

association and his self-castration only serves to reinforce it. 

Finally, the Scholar's most remarkable trait, which is reflected 

by his phallic fixation, is his naivete. As the story commences, 

he perceives himself to be a genius (ts'ai-tzu) as well as a skilled 

sexual technician. These two notions are reinforced by his subsequent 

duping of Iron-Door and his successful arousal of Noble Scent, res

pectively. However, he is later humbled by his burglar friend when 

he finds his stylus under-developed and his virility below par. 

Naively relying on a physician's skill, he emrges from his alter

ation believing himself to be the world's greatest lover. Yet, the 

Midnight Scholar's "conquests use their own wits to get him into their 

67 
bads—this comic hero is as often their prey as he is hunter." 

In his youthful folly, he views himself as the lone conquistador, 

smashing down fortified castles to provide beautiful women with sexual 

pleasure, expecting sensual bliss, he is led into sexual slavery, 

symbolized by his abduction at the hands of Auntie Chen. 

Furthermore, at the outset of his journey, the Midnight Scholar 

exclaims, 

There is a limit to the number of wives and 
daughters that one man can afford. Now let 
us suppose that a man has two wives and two 
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daughters; what if he seduces several times 
that number of other men's wives and daughters— 
for wives and daughters of the land are as numberless 
as the sand of the sea—how is the Prince of 
Heaven to find a fair way of apportioning his 
punishment and retribution? 

By tempting the Fates thus, the Scholar invites disaster upon himself 

and in time receives his just desserts. His simple-mindedness is 

also evidenced by his gullibility. Iron-Door repays the Scholar in 

kind by masquerading the death of Noble Scent which the simpleton 

readily swallows. Likewise, his over-confident belief that he is immune 

to the wrath of Heaven and the vengence of other men is shattered by 

Honest Ch'uan's seduction of Noble Scent and the events which follow. 

After he has become a follower of the Buddha, his folly persists. 

Like Vincent Van Gogh cutting off his own ear to "stop the voices 

in his head," teh Scholar's self-emasculation is "a total contridiction 

of the Buddhist doctrine that all desires are products of the mind, 

69 not of the body." This act, the epitome of the hero's naivete, 

reiterates that fact that he has been consistently simple-minded through

out the novel, even in his desperate self-castration. 

The fact that the Midnight Scholar is a consistent figure in 

Prayer Mat of Flesh, even after his dramatic self-mutilation, has 

been evidenced by the description of his retention of the three primary 

character traits: his selfishness, his mental association between 

his penis and his passions, and his foolish ignorance. Therefore, 

any claims that his castration denotes an inconsistency in his portrayal, 

and thereby a flaw in the plot constructed by Li Yu, is difficult to 

sustain. This step, moreover, symbolizes the transformation which 

has occurred in the Scholar's personality, the exchange of his craving 
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for sexual immortality for a desire for spiritual attainment. This 

consistency of characterization also supports the idea that Prayer 

Mat of Flesh represents the moral attitudes of the author who penned 

it. 

Li Yii's Moral and Sexual Attitudes 

In the initial chapter of Prayer Mat of Flesh, more accurately 

the author's preface, Li Yii spells out the didactic intentions of 

his work, which become the raison d'etre for his graphic treatment 

of sexual exploits in the main body of the work: 

Dear Friends, let me explain: the present-day 
reading public has a positive horror of educational, 
moralistic books written in the dry, solemn 
style of the ancient classics and hsitorians. 
... If nowadays a reformer were to come along 
with an edifying treatise, dripping with morality, 
and expect to improve the world with it, his 
enterprise would be doomed in advance. Who 
is going to spend money on such reading matter? 
... No, the direct method will not do. We must 
go about it very differently and try to reach 
the public by a detour. We must first capture 
the reader's attention with an entertaining, 
agreeable account of erotic adventures, and 
so put him in a state of pleasant suspense. 
... That is how to fight fire with fire, to 
teach man by human means. 

Hence, while ostensibly teaching the reader a moral lesson, Li indulges 

his relish for erotica. This rationale not only excuses the author 

for writing a titillating novel, but it also provides the reader with a 

ready-made rationalization should they feel pangs of guilt themselves. 

After all, it can be argued that in reading Prayer Mat, one is not 

indulging in pornography, but rather learning a moral lesson. Thus, 
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the reader may eat his cake and have it too. Compare this authorial 

rationalization with the following excerpt from the preface to Moll 

Flanders by Daniel Defoe (1660-1731). 

The World is so taken up of late with Novels 
and Romances, that it will be hard for a private 
History to be taken for Genuine, where Names and 
other Circumstances of the Person are concealed, 
and on this Account we must be content to leave 
the Reader to pass his own Opinion upon the 
ensuing Sheets, and take it just as he pleases. ... 

But as this Work is chiefly recommended to 
those who know how to Read it. and how to make 
good Uses of it, which the Story all along recommends 
to them, so is it to be hop'd that such Readers 
will be much more pleas'd with the Moral than the 
Fable, with the Application than with the Relation, 
and with the End of the Writer than with the Life 
of the Person written of. 

There is in this Story abundance of delightful 
Incidents, and all of them usefully apply'd. 
There is an agreeable turn Artfully given in 
relating, that naturally Instructs the Reader 
either one way or the other.^1 

Although Prayer Mat does contain elements of satire and although 

the narrator often revels in the graphi descriptions of sexual bouts, 

the novel's primary function is to teach a moral lesson to the reader. 

In fact, the satirical elements do indeed reinforce, rather than 

detract from, the moral aim. Furthermore, through the novel, the 

reader is presented with Li Yii's attitudes toward sex as well as his 

72 social values. In both cases, he advocates moderation, rejecting 

any excesses or extreme positions. 

In the preface, in addition to defining his moral purpose, Li also 

elucidates two maxims concerning sexual conduct: moderation is prefer

able to excess and intra-marital affairs can be condoned, but not 

extra-marital ones. Comparing sex to ginseng, he contends that reasonable 

enjoyment can protect one's health and well-being, whereas over-indulgence 
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can only lead to disaster. Extending this metaphor, he adds that "hcme-

grown" products are beneficial, but "foreign" items cause harm. These 

two prefacial guidelines are elaborated on in the text of the narrative. 

The Midnight Scholar not only over-indulges, but also seduces five 

other married women, thus violating both statutes. In the end, he becomes 

important, is bound and beaten, nearly imprisoned, and ends up dis

illusioned. The final act exemplifying the destruction excess can lead 

to is the Scholar's brutal self-mutilation. 

These attitudes also coincide with those expressed in Li's other 

works. Although I would not take the extreme position that Li is actually 

"anti-pornographic" and opposed to the "romanticism" of the Kung-an 

73 School (Kung-an P'ai), as some scholars have, his opinions concerning 

sexuality are certainly iconoclastic. In addition to rejecting the strict, 

deeply-ingrained Confucian "double-standard," Li also applies his "Middle 

Path" to all sensory pleasures, whether food, flowers, bathing, or the 

74 enjoyment of women. Evidence of this may be found in the Hsien-ch'ing 

ou-chiwhere "he speaks frankly about sexual pleasure, but not over-

75 indulgence; moderation is his watchword." This is precisely the view 

expressed throughout Prayer Mat of Flesh. 

Li's maxim of moderation can be extended to the social relm as well. 

"Prayer Mat of Fleshis meant to condemn all extremes of behavior, the 

self-styled moralists for their egorism no less than the self-indulgent 

76 
sensualists of its time." The novel is critical of those individuals, 

both Buddhist and Confucian, who divorce themselves from society to live 

an eremtic life. Just as sensualists seek solace in fleshly pleasures, 

removed from society, one is merely avoiding reality, which to Li is both 
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selfish and utterly pointless. A recluse is unable to serve society, 

improve it, or help one's fellowman. As with sexuality, he is opposed to 

extremity of action. 

These social values are represented in the novel by Li Yii's expert 

use of satire. First, in the novel there are two so-called "paragons 

of virtue," Lonely Summit and Iron-Door, who become the embodiments of 

77 "biting social commentary." Iron-Door, the Confucian hermit, is easily 

victimized due to his extremist form of morality. First, he is tricked 

into marrying his daughter to a young rake. Likewise, he is again duped 

by Honest Ch'iian who will bring his daughter to ruin. Finally, because 

he is a radical, Noble Scent "is in fact a victim of the old man's 

78 morality." Moreover, when the Midnight Scholar returns to his wife's 

home, he finds the old hypocrite mourning over the supposed coffin of 

Noble Scent (actually empty). His father-in-law deceives the Scholar, 

telling him that Noble Scent is dead, thus intimating that his virtue is 

only surface deep and that he is more concerned with his reputation as a 

moral "paragon" than he is with actually being one. 

The aged monk, Iron-Door's Buddhist counterpart, is depicted in 

much the same way. He is famous among the educated as a result of his 

extreme "austerities." However, "this is unnatural behavior; instead of 

strength of resolve on the part of the monk, one could easily infer that 

his exile betrays his weakness—if even the sight of a young woman might 

79 set him off his monastic course." After meeting Lonely Summit for the 

first time, the Scholar cannot help but ask rather querously, "Has such 

80 heartlessness its like in all the world?" Moreover, while the esteemed 

monk is known to the gentry as Priest Lonely Summit (Ku-feng Chang Lao), 
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to the peasants who live in the neighboring villages, he is referred 

to scornfully as "Old Monk Leathersack" (P'i-pu-tai ho-shang) because 

he carries about with him an old skin sack. This spiteful nickname 

reveals the fact that although revered by high-browed moralist hypocrites, 

he is held in contempt by the simple folk who are expert at detecting 

hypocrisy. 

Finally, "Prayer Mat of Flesh ... satirizes the inhumanity of 

moral paragons; in their utter selfishness they cause more suffering 

than they prevent by their example. And to no end: society is not 

81 significantly bettered thereby." Iron-Door's extremism and gullibility 

destroy not only his daughter, Noble Scent, but also his household 

and himself. Similiarly, Lonely Summit serves no good purpose throughout 

the novel. In his attempt to dissuade the Scholar from his lustful 

quest, he fails miserably and, rather than discouraging him, his words, 

in fact, only serve to further encourage him. In the end, he permits 

the Scholar to carry out his grotesque self-emasculation. His complete 

lack of human compassion has been a primary contribution to the tragedy 

of the story. 

Thus, the moral intent of Prayer Mat of Flesh is evident: to 

show by way of a parable, the harms and hazards of a life of excess, 

both sexually and socially. The author's attitudes toward sex include 

a prescription for moderate, enjoyable sex within the confines of 

one's own home. Radical social practices, such as eremetism, are 

also identified as hypocritical and made the object of Li's sardonic 

wit. He employs his literary rapier to "poke fun at the moribund 

82 aspects of Confucianism and Buddhism" throughout the novel. 



Conclusion 

In this chapter on Prayer Mat of Flesh, threemain issues have 

been examined: the novel as a picaresque novel, the consistency of 

character of the Midnight Scholar, and the moral and sexual views 

expressed by the author. With respect to the first point, it was 

demonstrated that the hero of the novel is isolated in the story, 

that the society in which he lives is harsh and hostile, and that 

his character undergoes a transformation. As all of these features 

are characteristic of the picaresque novel, Prayer Mat may be classified 

as beloning to this subgenre. Secondly, it was argued that although 

the Scholar is changed at the novel's conclusion, the integrity of 

his character is preserved. Throughout the story, and even after 

the climactic self-castration scene, his personality is dominated 

by three chief traits: his selfishness, his naivete, and his mental 

association of his phallus with sexual desire. 

Furthermore, Li Yii's attitudes on sexuality and morality have 

been delineated and shown to coincide with those elucidated in the 

novel. The crux of the author's value system is moderation. In sexual 

terms, this means temperant sex only with one's wife and/or concubines. 

Excessive copulation as well as extra-marital affairs are to be avoided 

as they are unhealthy and danger provoking. Socially, his ethics 

involve a rejection of the self-serving abandonment of society and 

an esteem for those who seek to improve society from within while 
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also seeking personal spiritual development. Finally, Li Yii employed 

Lonely Summit and Iron-Door to provide charicatures of self-righteous 

recluses and to express his social morality in the book. 

However, although a classification has been discovered for the 

novel, what can be said about the future of the Before-Midnight Scholar? 

Has he really repented at the novel's close? Can he be called a "Chinese 

prodigal son" who has returned to Lonely Summit? Or is he more like 

Hogarth's tragic rake; defeated by his over-indulgence and pushed 

over the brink into insanity? While these questions may only be answered 

in the mind of each individual who reads Prayer Mat of Flesh, one 

possible resolution will be presented below in Chapter Four. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HSI-YU PU; THE ENLIGHTENMENT OF MONKEY 

Traditional critics have noted that the novel Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors by Tung Yiieh is a complex novel which can be read on three 

different and distinct levels. On the literal level, the story relates 

the dream adventures of Monkey, the main character of the classic 

novel Journey to the West by Wu Ch'eng-en (1506?-1582?).^ The novel 

can also be read as an allegorical satire on the political situation 

in seventeenth-century China, as a protest against the corruption 

and ineptitude of the Imperial Court, the civil service examination 

system, the military, men of "blind attachment," and those Chinese 

Quislings who aided the invading alien Manchus conquer the native 

2 Ming dynasty. On an even deeper level, this tale, like its progenitor, 

Journey to the West, can be interpreted as a Buddhist myth alluding 

3 to the legendary enlightenment of the Buddha himself. 

Modern scholars have added another reading to the list: that 

4 the novel is a profound elucidation of a complex psychology of dreams. 

Larry Schulz, co-translator of the work, contends that Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors "goes beyond convincing description to arrive at an intuition 

of the psychological functions of dream which anticipates the discoveries 

5 of modern depth psychology." In the employment of dream situations 

as a literary device, the novel equals if not surpasses Alice in Wonderland 

-69-
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g 
and Through the Lookinq-Glass by Lewis Carroll (1832-1898). 

However, another aspect of the novel, heretofore neglected, and 

perhaps most basic of all, exists in the Ch'an meaning present in 

work. Even those who would see the novel as a Buddhist allegory 

have failed to note the Ch'anist symbolism and the idea of a progression 

to intellectual awakening. Therefore, in this chapter, this author's 

intention is, first, to describe and explain the key symbols employed 

by Tung Yiieh in the novel; second, to examine Monkey's spiritual progress 

through an analysis of the progression of the novel's story; and finally, 

to demonstrate that the structure of the symbols utulized in the novel 

create a unique progression to enlightenment according to Ch'anist 

principles. However, some background information on Tung Yiieh and 

the novel will provide us with a foundation upon which to base our 

examination. 

The Life and Thought of Tung Yiieh 

Considering the life experiences of Tung Yiieh (also known as 

Jo-yii), the Ch'an elements we find in his novel Tower of Myriad Mirrors 

are not startling. He came from a long line of scholars who had received 

degrees and employment from the Ming government, many of whom eventually 

chose the eremetic life over continued government service. His father, 

Tung Ssu-chang (1586-1627), received the lowest degree, but he spent 

7 most of his time studying Taoist and Buddhist texts. At a young 

age, Tung Yiieh began his studies by reading Buddhist texts and"by 

seven he was studying Sanskrit and was being taught the abstruse Hsin 
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8 9 Ching (Heart Sutra)." Between the age of thirteen and seventeen, 

he took the lowest degree in the civil service exams, but he failed 

to progress any further. He married and had six sons, but at the 

age of thirty-six he burned many of his writings and took the Buddhist 

tonsure at Ling-yen Monastery. At this and other temples he practiced 

the Lin-chi variety of Ch'an Buddhism as well as continuing his studies 

10 and writing until June 26, 1686, when he passed away. 

Throughout his life, Tung Yiieh was quite a prolific writer both 

11 of poetry as well as prose. Considering the fact that on three 

different occasions he burned his writings, his surviving works are 

remarkably numerous. Tung Yiieh's biographer, Liu Fu (1891-1934), 

sets the toal number of Tung1s works at 111, besides Hsi-yu Pa, although 

he admits that the authorship of many are controversial and that the 

12 actual number is probably much lower. Liu further assigns his works 

to nine different categories according to type: 

Textual studies (k'ao-chii shu), anthologies 
(hsuan-wen), chronologies (pien-nien shu), scholarly 
studies (yen-chiu hsiieh-wen-te chieh-kuo), collect
ions of poetry and prose (shin wen chi), fiction 
(hsiao-shou), records of miscellany (tsa-chi), 
quotations (yii-lu), and books of miscellany 
(tsa-shu). 1 

In addition to utulizing a vast array of literary genres, his 

areas of interest were also broad and wide-ranging, covering many 

subjects other than Buddhism alone. Liu Fu states that his writings 

fall into seven topical classes: 

Astrology and the study of signs (t'ien-wen-tzu 
chi hsiang-shu-hsiieh), history and chronology 
(shin-hsiieh chi nien-li-hsueh), medicine (yi-hsiieh), 
etymology and phonology (wen-tzu yin-yun-hsueh), 
versification and prosidy (yin-lii-hsueh chi shih-ke-hsueh), 
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Buddhism and Confucian-Buddhist eclecticism 
(Fo-hsueh chi Ju Fo he-ts'an), and miscellaneous 
reading (tsa-lan).14 

Yet, perhaps his strongest interest throughout his lifetime was dreams. 

One selection of his writings, the Former Collection from the Abundant 

Grass Hermitage (Feng-ts'ao An ch'ien-chi), contains four prose essays 

concerning dreams: "Preface to a History of Dreams of Chao-yang" 

(Chao-yang meng shih hsii), "Monograph on Dream Lands" (Meng-hsiang 

chih), "On Testing Dreams" (Cheng-meng p'ien), and "Dream Society 

15 Contract" (Meng She yiieh). This small collection comprises six 

Chilian and is part of a larger collection entitled Collection from the 

Abundant Grass Hermitage (Feng-ts'ao An chi). In addition to the 

Former Collection from the Abundant Grass Hermitage, this collection 

also contains the Latter Collection from the Abundant Grass Hermitage 

(Feng-ts'ao An hou-chi), two chiian of prose essays; the Collection of 

Poetry from the Abundant Grass Hermitage (Feng-ts'ao An shih-chi), eleven 

chiian of poems; the Collection of Poetry from Pao-yiin (Pao-yiin shih-chi), 

seven chiian of poems; and the Ch'an Ballads (Ch'an yueh-fu), one chiian 

containing forty-seven poems.^ ̂ 

In addition to Tower of Myriad Mirrors and the Collection from the 

Abundant Grass Hermitage, other extant works which can be clearly 

attributed to Tung are as follows. First, two works which are rare and 

unstudied in the West, the Lien-hua-chi sui-pi and the Five Selections 

of Miscellaneous Writings from Abundant Grass Hermitage (Feng-ts'ao An 

tsa-chu wu-chung). The Discussion of the Seven States (Ch'i-kuo kao) is 

an historical examination of the seven states of the Warring States 

period (480-256 B.C.). The Method for Smokeless Incense (Fei-yen hsiang-



73 

fa) is a single chiian work dealing with the production of steamed, 

smokeless incense. And finally, the Nan-ch'ien Diary (Nan-ch'ien jin-

17 chi) is a diary for the year 1676. 

The Text of Hsi-yu Pu 

Although the authorship of the Tower of Myriad Mirrors is undisputa-

ble, this novel is not without its controversy. One such literary 

dispute involves the dating of the work. One side would argue that the 

book was written in 1640 and published in 1641. Two pieces of evidence 

support this theory. First, in a prefatory note to one of his poems 

dated 1650, Tung writes that it has been ten years since he wrote 

Tower of Myriad Mirrors (although the "ten years" could be less precise, 

meaning "around ten or so years"). Second, the earliest edition of 

the novel is a text found in the Peking Library with a preface by 

18 I-ju Chii-shih dating the novel as 1641. 

Those who reject this dating argue that first, the author would 

have been only twenty years old at the time; second, a 1640 date is 

too early for the political (especially anti-Ch'ing) sentiments it 

contains; and finally, that the "ten years" mentioned in the prefatory 

19 remark is probably hyperbolic. However, there are reasons to accept 

the 1641 date. In the first place, Tung's biography paints a portrait 

of a young genius whose studies began at a young age and who had taken 

the first degree by the age of seventeen at the latest. As with Li 

Yii, we see that youth should not be factor determining literary 

ability. Secondly, the Manchus had changed the dynastic title to 
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"Ch'ing" in 1634 and so the puns on words pronounced "ch'ing" would 

be valid in 1640. Moreover, throughout his life, Tung was very inter

ested in politics and would certainly have been able to sense the 

impending doom for the Ming regime. Finally, there is likewise little 

reason to doubt the author's own dating of the completion of the novel. 

While the term used in the poem could have been embiguous, when combined 

with the fact that a text exists dated 1641, it seems reasonable to 

accept this as the date for the work. 

There are five editions of Tower of Myriad Mirrors in existence 

in Chinese. The first is the aforementioned 1641 edition. In addition 

to the preface by I-ju Chu-shih, this version also contains sixteen 

woodblock illustrations of scenes from the story, chapter ending comments 

probably written by Tung Yiieh himself, and the "Hsi-yu Pu ta-wen" (Answers 

to Questions on the Tower of Myriad Mirrors). This edition has been 

photolithographically reprinted by separate publishers in Peking (1955) 

and again in Taipei (1958). The fourth edition is the Shuo-k'u edition 

of the early Ch'ing period which possesses all of the elements of the 

1641 edition excluding the wood-cut illustrations. This version, however, 

also contains the "Hsi-yu Pu tsung-shih" (General Explanation of the 

Tower of Myriad Mirrors), which names a Taoist, San-i, as the editor of 

the edition, and a final section entitled "Hsii Hsi-yu Pu tsa-chi" 

(Additional Miscellaneous Notes on the Tower of Myriad Mirrors). The 

final edition is the 1958 punctuated edition which was published by 

Hong Kong Commercial Press. In addition to the text of the novel, this 

version includes I-ju Chu-shih's original preface, the "si-yu Pu ta-wen," 
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the "Hsu Hsi-yu Pu tsa-chi," and Liu Pu's "Hsi-yu Pu tso-che Tung Jo-yii 

chuan" (Biography of Tung Jo-yii [Tung Yiieh], author of Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors) as an appendix.^ 

In addition to these five editions in Chinese, the novel has been 

translated into English by Larry Schulz and Shuen-fu Lin as mentioned 

previously. Their rendering is a complete translation of the text, 

the original chapter ending notes, and "Answers to Questions on the 

Tower of Myriad Mirrors." This is a superb translation and all passages 

from the novel follow their translation. In doing my research at 

the University of Arizona, I consulted the 1958 punctuated edition 

and the Taipei reprint of the 1641 original edition. 

Overview of Buddhist and Ch'an Theory 

Before proceding on to the discussion of the plot of Tower of 

Myriad Mirrors, a brief overview of traditional Buddhist dogma and 

Ch'an doctrines will be given to facilitate understanding of the 

arguments that follow. The core of Buddhist theory is the Pour Noble 

Truths: existence is suffering (dukha), suffering is caused by selfish 

craving or desire (ranha), selfish craving can be eliminated, and 

its elimination can be realized by following the Noble Eightfold Path. 

The Path (marga) includes proper understanding, purpose, speech, conduct, 

21 . . vocation, effort, alertness, and concentration. Thus, the traditional 

method for the destruction of selfish desire involves moral practices 

(sila), meditation (dhyana) leading to a state of super-consciousness 

(samadhi), and wisdom or insight (prajna). This wisdom is said to 
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be intuitive insight into the ultimate emptiness (stlnyata) of craving 

and existence. This insight removes ignorance and leads one to enlighten

ment (bodhi). 

To the preceding doctrines which compose TheravSda (or Hlnayana) 

Buddhism, the following ideals were added in Mahayana Buddhism. The 

first is the ocncept of compassion (karuna) for other suffering sentient 

beings. Thus, in Mahayana, the ideal is the bodhisattva, a being 

who has achieved enlightenment but has chosen not to enter Nirvana 

and so remains in the mundane world of death and rebirth (samsara) 

22 until all other sentient beings have attained perfection. This 

doctrine flourished in China and Japan, especially in Pure Land Buddhism 

where it is believed that an adherent may rely on the vow of a past 

buddha, the Buddha of Infinite Light (Amitabha), and by means of faith 

be reborn in the Pure Land (Ching-t'u). 

However, perhaps the most sinicized form of Buddhism is Ch'an 

(Zen) Buddhism. Ch'an is said to have been founded in China by 

Bodhidharma, a semi-mythical figure who supposedly came from India to 

23 China around 520 A.D. However, it probably had its origins in China 

as Buddhism which was heavily influenced by Taoism. By the T'ang dynasty 

(618-907), there were three main schools of Ch'an: the Oxhead School 

(Niu-t'ou), the Northern School, and the Southern School. The former 

two would die out while the latter divided into the "Five Houses." Of 

these five, Wei-yang, Fa-yen, Yun-men, Lin-chi (Rinzai), and Ts'ao-tung 

(Soto), only the latter three would survive to the end of the Sung and 

24 only the latter two, to the beginning of the Ming. 

25 Ch'an tenets tend to reject traditional dogma, stress meditation 



77 

and the "mind-to-mind transmission" from master to disciple, and de-

emphasize textual study. While Yiin-men monks tended to be very well 

educated and familiar with Buddhist canonical literature, Ch'an of 

the Lin-chi School stressed the use of intellect-breaking conundrums 

called kunq-an (koan) and even physical beatings. The latter's founder, 

Lin-chi, was said to have been only meagerly educated and while employed 

as a woodcutter, was suddenly enlightened one day by the Ch'an Master 

Hui-heng (638-713). 

However, for the purposes of this study, the most important Ch'an 

concept will be that of "entering into desire (mentally) in order to 

eliminate it." As mentioned above, the goal of all forms of Buddhism 

is to eliminate craving so that one may become enlightened. In tra

ditional Buddhism, in order to remove craving, one becomes a monk, cuts 

oneself off from society and mundane concerns, and practices the Noble 

Eightfold Path. Hence, it is believed that by avoiding situations which 

give rise to desire, one may eventually extinguish it by not feeding 

this desire. 

Ch'an, however, employs a different strategy for the cessation 

of craving. This method relies on one basic assumption, "the state 

of delusion does not originate in the objective world, but in our 

26 own minds." Thus, this method is in reality a mental exercise that 

one undertakes in a deep state of meditation. When one encounters 

a situation in which his desire is kindled, instead of repressing 

it, the adherent allows it to build and then contemplates this desire 

within him in meditation. Through thorough contemplation, the practioner 

will eventually realize that desire stems from the mind, is illusory, 
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and is therefore empty, and this will lead him to self-realization 

and enlightenment. That this method is alluded to by Tung Yiieh in 

the novel becomes clear in the following comment: 

To become enlightened and open to the Great 
Way, one must first empty and destroy the roots 
of desire. To empty and destroy the roots of 
desire one must first go inside desire. After 
going inside desire and seeing the emptiness 
of the root of the world's desire, one can then 
go outside of desire and realize the reality 
of the root of the Way.27 

This is the method which will be described below with respect to the 

plot of Tower of Myriad Mirrors. 

The Three Primary Symbols 

In this section, the three main symbols utilized by Tung Yiieh 

in difining this method allegorically will be discussed. First, an 

examination of the symbol used to represent the mind will be presented. 

Next, there will follow a discussion of Tung's methods in alluding 

to the concept of illusion. Finally, the literary devices employed 

by the author to symbolize the key concept of desire will be identified. 

The first component of the three-part system is the mind. The 

mind is the device used to delve into desire so that this craving 

may be eradicated. The allegory for the intellectual mind in the 

novel is the hero himself, Monkey (Sun Wu-k'ung). Monkey's allegorical 

function as the intellect is rooted in the novel's precursor, the 

28 ^ Journey to the West. Of course, prior to Wu Ch'eng-en's usage of 

the simian to symbolize the mind, this allegory had become standard 
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in Buddhist usage. The monkey in its perpetual activity and antics 

parallels the incessant flow of thoughts in the conscious mind. The 

term is often used in the context of the "monkey of the mind, the 

horse of the will" (hsin-yuan i-ma). This usage is continued by Tung 

Yiieh in his novel as throughout he refers to the hero as the "Mind 

Monkey" (hsin-yuan). Thus, Tung has established the first of the 

three key components, the mind, allegorically in his hero. Moreover, 

as will be explained below, the precise function of Monkey will be 

to enter into desire. 

The second main concept is that of selfish craving, which to 

the Buddhists is the cause of the world's suffering. Rather than 

utilizing metaphors to allude to desire, however, Tung will employ 

other literary devices such as puns and character ciphers. The Character 

cipher involves the title of the sovereign of the Green, Green World 

(the dream setting of the novel), namely, Little Moon King (Hsiao-

ytieh Wang). The three characters comprising his name "combine to 

29 form the character for desire." Furthermore, the Little Moon King's 

primary role in the novel is to serve as a temptor to Tripitaka, Monkey's 

master, persuading him to foresake his pilgrimage, to remain in the 

Green, Green World, and eventually to go to his death on the battlefield— 

all of which clearly reinforces his allegorical function as a symbol 

of desire. 

In addition to this conundrum, the author profits from the homopho-

nous nature of the Chinese language by utilizing characters pronounced 

"ch'ing" to symbolize desire (pronounced ch'ing in Chinese). The first 

of these hanophones used as puns lies in the abundant usage of references 
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to thecolor green (also pronounced ch'inq). In fact, as Hegel observes, 

"Most mentions of color in the Tower of Myriad Mirrors are of a shade 

30 of green." As noted above, the setting for the novel xs the Green, 

Green World (Ch'inq-ch'inq shih-chieh). In this kingdom, Hsiian-tsang 

is given the appellation "Great Green-Killing General." Moreover, 

many female characters, especially those which serve as temptress 

or seductress, possess a "Green" name. Examples of such include the 

"Green Lady," "Beautiful Lady Grass," and the T'ang Priest's newly-

acquired consort in the Green,Green World—the "Green-Robed Lady." 

In similiar fashion, the Mackerel Spirit (Ch'ing-yu chinq), or 

Ch'ing-fish, is linked homophonously to desire. Throughout the novel, 

he will serve as Monkey's nemesis which mirrors the mind wrestling 

with desire. In fact, as the Ch'ing-fish is the progenitor of the 

unwitting simian's dream, his function as desire is strengthened, 

for the dream caused by the Mackerel is one of the symbols for the 

idea of illusion. 

In addition to the dream, Tung Yiieh will addlude to the concept 

of illusion by two other means: the disjointedness of time and Monkey's 

constant questioning of the reality of his perceptual experiences. 

However, the primary device is the dream, the most pervasive symbol 

of the novel. Both roots of Ch'an, Taoism and Buddhism, contain numerous 

literary precedents of the application of dream to symbolize delusion. 

The most renowned of these in Chinese literature is perhaps Chuang 

Tzu's famous "Butterfly Dream." Yet, the most solid evidence of the 

connection between the dream and illusion lies in the fact that when 

the Great Sage awakens from his lumber, he is not only released 
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from his nightmare, but is also liberated from his delusive thought 

and enlightened. 

The disjointedness of time, a leitmotif throughout the novel, 

is the second symbolic representation of illusion. Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors is filled with incidents in which Monkey becomes aware of 

the abnormal passage of time in the Green, Green World. Early in 

the novel, when Monkey has just fallen into his dream world, he notices 

a banner proclaiming the king of the "Great T'ang" to be the thirty-

eighth successor to T'ai-tsung (the T'ang emperor when Tripitaka ccanmenced 

his pilgrimage), causing the simian to note mentally, "It has been 

twenty years since the Master left the realm of the Great T'ang. 

31 How could a dynasty have already passed several hundred years?" 

Later, in Chapter Three, the normal passage of time is again 

distorted as the Great Sage finds that although he left his master 

a few hours before, the T'ang Priest has been in the "Great T'ang" 

for several days. Again, when he enters the Tower of Myriad Mirrors 

(wan-ching lou-t'ai), he is able to travel through time and visit 

the World of the Ancients (ku-jen shih-chieh) and the World of the 

Future (wei-lai shih-chieh). Hence, while the novel is supposedly 

set in the T'ang dynasty, he visits the early Han period (third century 

B.C.) and witnesses the fall of the Sung (twelfth century A.D.). 

A final example occurs in Chapter Eight: Monkey finds himself 

in the World of the Future where he has temporarily replaced the ill 

Yen-lo Wang (Yama or King of Hell in India; in China, he is one of 

the ten judges who determines one's future rebirth). Monkey asks 

a demon-clerk to bring him an appointment register and the following 
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occurs: 

Monkey opened the calendar and looked it over. 
Right at the begining there was the twelfth 
month and the first came at the very end. Each 
month began with the thirtieth or twenty-ninth 
and ended with the first. Monkey was startled and 
said, "How strange! In the World of the Future 
the calendar runs backwards. I can't figure it 
out."32 

These examples of the abnormal passage of time all serve to repre

sent its illusory nature. Moreover, a final reference to the calendar 

in the World of the Future symbolizes another Buddhist doctrine—that 

reality is limited to the instantaneous present. Normally, time is 

measured from the present. Thus, when Tung Yiieh created the World 

of the Future in his novel, he marked time to also converge with the 

present, in a backward fashion. 

The final representation of illusion is Monkey's frequent questioning 

of the existence or non-existence of his experiences in the Green, 

Green World. The Great Sage constantly debates with himself as to 

the reality of his sensory perceptions. For example, on beholding 

the "Heaven-Diggers," the simian muses whether the sky he faces is 

real or not: "Maybe Heaven has been covered by a screen, and they 

33 are removing the real one." That perceptual reality is m fact 

delusory is a basic tenet of Buddhism. However, Tung adds the supple

mentary symbol of the screen to the original allegory to strengthen 

the allusion. The screen (the distorted perceptions) must be removed 

so that the false Heaven (the false self or ego) may be eliminated, 

thus allowing one to see the real Heaven (the real or inner self). 

To recapitulate, Tung Yiieh, through the use of various symbols, 
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has delineated a means to enlightenment involving three basic concepts— 

the mind, desire, and illusion. The main character, Monkey, symbols 

the mind in the novel. Desire is alluded to by using the character 

cipher of the Little Moon King and puns on words which in Chinese 

are homophones of the word desire (ch'ing), such as the Mackerel Spiril 

and references to the color green. The final concept, illusion, 

is represented by the dream, the disjointedness of time, and Monkey's 

questioning of his perceptual experiences in the novel. The interplay 

of these three concepts and their symbols in the novel basically forms 

a cycle. Han-shan Te-ch'ing expressed similiar ideas when he stated 

that desire "will give rise to all kinds of wrong thinking which are 

34 precisely the causes of the five desires." Thus, the situation 

arises where illusion generates desire which in turn produces illusion. 

This mutually generating cycle of craving and delusion becomes the 

theoretical impetus behind karma, which thereby drives the "Wheel 

of Endless Deaths and Rebirths" in the realm of samsara. Tung's method 

of contemplating desire, realizing that its nature is illusory, and 

then extricating oneself from this desire is a method to break this 

incessant cycle. 

The Plot of Hsi-yu Pu as the "Method of Delving into Desire" 

The novel opens with the four pilgrims from Journey to the West, 

35 36 
Monkey, Pigsy, Sandy, and Hsuan-tsang, leaving Flaming Mountain 

(Chapters 59-61) and proceeding on their journey. The first chapter 

contains two scenes: a debate between the Great Sage and the T'ang 
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Priest concerning the redness, or rather, non-redness of some peony 

flowers; and second, Monkey's massacre of a small group of children 

who block the pilgrims' path. This section introduces the first 

additional concept, passion, or sexual desire. 

The first of these metaphorical devices, the red peony, connotates 

sexual passion, both because of its color and because it is a flower. 

In both the Orient and the Occident, the color red has been linked 

to two of the most passionate emotions, sexual love and anger. In 

the debate between Monkey and his master, the former insists that 

the peonies are red. Hsiian-tsang, however, counters the simian's 

argument by putting his rebuttal in qatha form: 

The peonies are not red; 
The disciple's heart is red. 
When all the peony blossoms are fallen, 
It's just as if they hadn't yet bloomed. 7 

Although ostensibly Tripitaka is merely stating a well-known Buddhist 

tenet that perceptual relaity is limited to the mind, by refering 

38 to Monkey's heart as being red, the author is informing the reader 

that Monkey is still entangled by his passions. 

The peonies also symbolize passion simply by virtue of being 

flowers. In the cultures of East Asia, the flower is a common metaphor 

for sexual desire or even a convenient euphemism for prostitution. 

Seme well know examples of Chinese compounds employing the character 

hua (flower) to allude to sexual passion are hua-niang (a prostitute), 

hua-liu-ping (venereal disease), hua-chieh (world of prostitution), 

and hua-hua kung-tzu ("flowery prince," a playboy or Casanova). However, 

in his poem, the T'ang Priest insinuates that the peonies themselves 
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possess no passionate quality (are not red). Rather, his attack is 

directed at the nature of his chief disciple, Monkey, whose mind is 

still replete with passion. 

While the peonies reflect the sexual desire lurking in the heart 

of Monkey, the young children, on the other hand, symbolize those 

tempting, passioante thoughts which may arise in response to physical 

beauty. In setting the opening scene, the author writes, "They [the 

children] frolicked, picking flowers, weaving grass mats, carrying 

39 baby boys and girls, and showing off their beauty." The T'ang Priest, 

much to the chagrin of Monkey, is concerned by the presence of such 

passionate creatures and in accordance with traditional Buddhist dogma 

(i.e., the avoidance of any potentially tempting situation), warns 

his disciples, "Let's go by way of some other less traveled route. 

I'm afraid that in such a green, green spring meadow this group of 

beautiful young boys and girls will lead straight to trouble and en-

40 tanglement." However, this caveat passes unheeded as Monkey rushes 

headlong among the children when they block his path and extinguishes 

their young lives with a flash of his cudgel. This provides further 

evidence of their allegorical function as passion. Their obstruction 

of the pilgrims' way in analagous to the manner in which passion impedes 

progress on the Holy Path. Finally, Tung adds the "green" image to 

the scene, thus reinforcing the link between desire and the sexual 

passions. 

At this point, Monkey appears to have scored a great victory 

by conquering the passions (children). However, as he looks at the 

little corpses scattered about him, he is overcome with remorse. 
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By succumbing to this fit of sorrow, the simian regresses to the point 

where the novelist himself comments, "Monkey's breaking the wall of 

boys and girls is a method of cutting the root of desire. Unfortunately, 

41 one thought of pity gives rise to many false thoughts." This fore

shadows the story action that is to follow. Because Monkey possesses 

emotional attachment to (craving for) sexual passion, expressed specifi

cally through his remorse for having slaughtered the young children, 

he will soon become mesmerized by the Mackerel Spirit (illusion caused 

by desire). 

After exterminating the children, the Great Sage, having fallen 

asleep, sinks into a dream which will not terminate until the conclusion 

of Chapter Fifteen. The setting of his dream is the Green, Green 

World which contains the kingdom of the "Great T'ang." This realm 

is governed by the Little Moon King and has as its main attraction, 

the Tower of Myriad Mirrors. This tower provides a protal for Monkey 

to enter into the World of the Ancients and the World of the Future. 

In addition to encountering various historical figures, in these realms 

Monkey will discover that his master, Hsuan-tsang, also inhabits the 

Green, Green World. Having dismissed his disciples and abandoned 

the quest, he now serves the Little Moon King under the sobriquet 

"Great Green-Killing General" (Sha-ch'ing ta-chianq-chun). This title 

is consistent with his character; he is a Buddhist monk whose main 

purpose in life is to eliminate desire and achieve enlightenment. 

With Monkey's entering the dream, the process of "delving into 

desire" has begun. Monkey has encountered the passions and these 

temptations have led him into desire and illusion. How is this so? 
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First, the nightmare that the Great Sage is now experiencing has been 

induced by the Ch'ing-Fish (desire). The method employed by the fish 

in casting his spell on Monkey is smply by swallowing him. Therefore, 

Monkey (the mind) has not physically entered into the Mackerel Spirit 

(desire). Furthermore, when asked what kind of dream it is that Monkey 

42 experiences, the author answers that his novel "is a dream of desire." 

Thus, what remains for Monkey to accomplish is to realize that the 

world of desire in which he is entrapped is in fact illusory (a dream). 

To put this into the context of an adherent of Ch'an attempting 

to actually practice this mental exercise, he/she would have experienced 

the following. First, he/she would have encountered some situation in 

which temptations or passions would have been aroused. The seeker would 

then retain these feelings of desire and contemplate them while seated 

in meditation. The meditator may be convinced that these cravings are 

real and that they have originated outside of the mind. However, in 

Ch'an, this is illusion and when the adept realizes this, then the desires 

will dissipate of themselves. 

To return to the novel, after exploring the Green, Green World and 

meeting the "Heaven Diggers" mentioned above, the Great Sage stumbles 

upon the Tower of Myriad Mirrors. Once inside, he gazes about, bewilder

ed, until he hears the voice of his previous benefactor from Journey 

to the West, Liu Po-ch'in, explain the tower to him: "Every mirror 

takes care of one world, each blade of grass, each tree, everything 

43 moving and still, is contained in these mirrors." The two important 

symbols here are the individual mirrors and the tower which houses 

them. 
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The manufacture of mirrors in China can be traced back well into 

44 the Bronze Age, or to pre-Chou times. They were used for a variety 

of purposes including divination, protection from evil spirits, and 

45 as charms to be buried with the dead. These bronze mirrors were 

usually inscribed with drawings and diagrams (often with patterns 

resembling the letters "T", "L", and "V" leading them to be called 

"TLV mirrors" in the West) and many carried inscriptions of fortuitous 

sayings. With the arrival of Buddhism, the mirror began to be used 

symbolically in other ways. Indian Buddhism used the mirror as the 

clear reflector of reality, undistorted. Thus, the judges of the 

dead such as Yama (Yen-lo Wang) often employed mirrors to judge the 

innocence or guilt of those brought before them. Gradually, especially 

in Ch'an Buddhism, the mirror came to represent the perceptual mind, 

which, if clouded by the ego, requires daily polishing so that one 

may view reality clearly. 

This final symbolism is the one found in Tower of Miriad Mirrors. 

Whereas Monkey portrays the intellectual mind in its incessant activity, 

the mirror symbolizes the perceptions of the individual mind. Thus, 

the tower comes to represent the phenomenal world in which each individual 

being lives. As Liu P-ch'in explains to Monkey, "You're in somebody 

46 else's world and I'm in your world." Hence, in the Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors, not only can Monkey see a small world in each mirror, those 

in each mirror can also see Monkey. This exemplifies the interrelational 

and interdependent nature of the phenomenal realm in which all sentient 

beings live. 

After having the nature of the tower thus explained, Monkey makes 
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a Carrollian entrance into a mirror captioned "The World of the Ancients," 

reminiscent of Through the Lookinq-Grass. In this sphere, the Great 

Sage immediately assumes the form of Beautiful Lady Yii (Yii Mei-jen), 

47 the wife of Hsiang Yii (d. 202 B.C.). In this role, Monkey finds 

himself in the company of several women, who, like Beautiful Lady Yii, 

have cone together under the auspices of lamenting their separation 

from their respective husbands. Plying the poor simian with wine and 

telling him their secret sexual fantasies, the women force Monkey to 

feign illness in order to escape from them. Later, he meets up with 

Hsiang Yii who is eager to bring his wife, that is Monkey, to bed. 

Employing various strategems, Monkey succeeds in evading the advances 

of Hsiang Yii. Finally, Monkey comes face to face with the "real" 

Beautiful Lady Yii. Tricking Hsiang Yii into killing the "real" Beautiful 

Lady Yii, Monkey manages to escape unscathed into the World of the Future. 

This portion of the story serve to transfix two important concepts: 

desire and sorrow. When Monkey first encounters the group of women, 

it is ostenbibly because they are all addened at their separation 

from their husbands. They relate melancholy stories and the mood is 

very somber. Eventually, these sad tales develop into confessions of 

erotic fantasies. Hence, in this segment of the story, Tung is 

allegorically establishing the causal relationship between sorrow and 

desire. Elsewhere, the author specifically identifies the nature of 

this relationship: "The roots of desire in this world can be summed 

48 up in the one word 1 sorrow1." This is consistent with the fact that 

earlier it was remorse, one kind of sorrow, which caused Monkey to be 

ensnared in his dream of desire. 
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After escaping from Hsiang Yii, Monkey enters the world of the 

Future, but still in the form of Beautiful Lady Yii. Monkey first 

encounters the Six Thieves which "are allegorical representations of 

delusion resulting from attachment to the six forms of consciousness 

49 recognized by Buddhism." Seeing Monkey in the guise of Beautiful Lady 

Yii, they spring to the offensive, but with a shake, Monkey resumes his 

original form. Whereas earlier with the young children, Monkey had 

slaughtered them spontaneously, but later felt remorse, in this case, 

even though the thieves plead for mercy, he cuts them down with his 

cudgel as Manjusri might have done with his Sword of Wisdom. 

This passing of another spiritual milestone on the Holy Path 

invests the simian with an aura of authority, and he is immediately 

led to the Yellow Springs where Yen-lo Wang, a judge of the Fifth 

Court, has taken ill and he must take his place. Although this episode 

(Chapters Eight and Nine) is prinarily a satire on those traitors 

who aided the invading Manchu armies, several important metaphors 

are introduced in addition to the aforementioned appointment calendar. 

The first of these is a mirror, but in this case its function is 

somewhat different from the mirrors in the tower. Monkey's first case 

50 
as acting-judge is the trial of Ch'in Kuei (1086-1151), the Sung 

traitor who aided the invading barbarian Chin armies and had the hero, 

Yiieh Fei (1103-1141), executed. Throughout the trial, in order to 

discern the truth, the Great Sage will use a "treachery-reflecting water-

mirror" (chien-chien shui-chien), which has its origins in Indian con

ceptions of the tribunals of Hell. The previous mirrors in the tower 

illustrated the interdependence of the perceptual minds of all beings. 



91 

This mirror, however, can discern truth (reality) from falsehood (illusion). 

Hence,after eliminating the Six Thieves, Monkey (the mind) has now 

progressed to the point where reality and delusion can be distinguished. 

By the aid of this mirror, Monkey is now beginning to perceive reality. 

During the trial, Ch'in Kuei comes before Monkey on a charge of 

treason, which he vehemently denies. With the aid of the water-mirror 

and Promethean tortures, the Great Sage finally extracts the truth from 

him and sentences Ch'in Kuei to be brewed into a concoction for Yiieh Fei 

to drink. In addition to its biting political satire, its realistic 

description of the tribunals of Hell, and its recognition of the deifi-

51 cation of Yiieh Fei as the epitome of loyalty during the Ming dynasty, 

this incident involves another symbol—the accused, Ch'in Kuei. 

In the novel, this Chinese Quisling represents the phenomenal 

realm which is purported to be real, but according to Buddhists, is 

actually illusory. The reason that Ch'in Kuei symbolizes this concept 

is that during his fecial he claims innocence for many crimes committed 

against Yiieh Fei. During his lifetime, no one stepped forward to blame 

52 Ch'in Kuei for Yiieh Fei's death. Therefore, the innocence which he 

claims was generally accepted as reality. However, the mirror reflects 

only reality and proves that Ch'in Kuei is actually guilty. Thus, just 

as Ch'in Kuei was assumed to be innocent (real), but was in fact guilty 

(illusory), so too do most people accept their mundane perceptions as 

being reality, when in Buddhist theory, they are actually illusory. 

With the commencement of the tenth chapter, Monkey leaves the 

World of the Future but still finds himself in the multi-mirrored 

tower. In the two realms he has already vivited, he first penetrated 
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desire and sorrow and eliminated the six Thieves, and second, initiated 

his differentiation of reality and illusion. However, one stage still 

remains before his desire may be completely extinguished: his desire 

must peak. The Purity Sutra states, "When desire reaches its extremity, 

53 you see your own nature." Here one's "own nature" refers to the 

real or True Self as opposed to the mundane, egoistic self. Thus, 

in order to eliminate desire and perceive one's own True Nature, one's 

desire must reach a climax. This is exactly what offurs next in the 

story. 

While searching for an exit from the Tbwer of Myriad Mirrors, 

the simian suddenly finds himself entangled in hundreds of red threads. 

The red color and "entangling" characteristic of these threads provide 

a clue as to their allegoric function as sexual desire. This, however, 

is the requisite peaking of desire necessary for the spiritual break

through. In fact, one Ch'an aphorism states that one can even find 

54 enlightenment with the very passions themselves. Monkey's oppor

tunity presents'itself, literally, right under his nose. 

Finding himself entrapped, the Great Sage attempts to free himself 

with his cudgel. When this fails, he next resorts to magical transform

ations. This is also in vain. Of course, the ineffectiveness of 

Monkey's magic is in accordance with the Ch'an belief that such sorcery 

is of no use on the Holy Path. In fact, while Monkey constantly employs 

magic to vaquish his foes in Hsi-yu Chi, in Hsi-yu Pu, his magic is 

for the most part useless. With all his vain struggling, Monkey misses 

his opportunity. For just when he is hopeless Hintwined, symbolizing 

a climaxing of his desire, he suddenly perceives an old man drawing 
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near. The elder approaches the trapped simian, anips the threads 

effortlessly, and releases the Great Sage from his predicament. 

After a brief expression of gratitude, Monkey questions the ancient 

regarding his name. When the elder replies, "Sun Wu-k'ung," Monkey 

assumes that the old man is an apparition of the Six-Eared Monkey 

Demon and begins to strike out blindly with his cudgel. At this 

juncture: 

The old man drew in his sleeves and left. He 
shouted, "This is what's called saving oneself! 
Too bad you're not real! Not real! Not real!" 
A beam of gold light struck into Monkey's eyes, 
and the old man's form vanished. Only then 
did Monkey realize that the apparition had been 
his own true spirit.55 

The long-awaited flash of insight has occurred fro the Monkey Mind. 

However, he does not realize that he has seen his own True Nature 

until it is too late. However, he is well on the way to illumination 

and all he must do now is to consolidate his newly-born awareness. 

Tung Yueh comments at the end of Chapter Ten, 

The mind that saves the mind is the mind outside 
the mind. Outside the mind there is a mind that 
is actually the false mind. How, then, can it 
save the true mind? When Monkey was enchanted by 
the Demon of Desire his mind was false. His true 
mind understood of its own. What saved the false 
mind was in fact the true mind.56 

Thus, the figure of the elderly man clearly represents the True 

Mind or Buddha-nature. This symbol will recur in several other 

places in the novel and each time it will allude to the concept of the 

Buddha-nature within all sentient beings. Monkey will search for 

another occasion for his desire to climax so that he can again be 

reunited with his true nature. Until this takes place, he will practice 
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the final step in the Ch'an practice alluded to in the novel. In the 

words of Tung Yiieh, "Gathering in the strayed heart is the main idea 

57 . . of this book." This is precisely the process employed by the simian 

in Chapters Eleven to Fifteen. 

Chapter Eleven opens with the Great Sage leaving the Tower of 

Myriad Mirrors and seeking out his master. To make his search more 

effective, he magically transofrms some of his body hairs into "hair-

Monkeys" so that each may search for Tripitaka. This is one of the few 

instances of his use of magic in the entire novel. Although none of 

these "hair-Monkeys" meets with success, one does stagger back to the 

Great Sage thoroughly inebriated to relate this tale: 

I was walking close to tower where there 
was a girl of just sixteen with a face like 
peach blossoms. When she saw me outside 
her window she grabbed me and pulled me in. 
We sat shoulder-to-shoulder and she poured 
wine in my mouth till I was drunk as mud.58 

The young, nubile firl and the wine obviously denote desire. This 

"hair-Monkey" is an extension of the mind. Thus, the "hair-Monkey" 

(mind) had strayed into the clutches of a young beauty (desire), but 

the prodigal son returns to Monkey. This scene is clearly symbolic 

of the "gathering in the strayed heart" which the author himself 

referred to at the end of Chapter Eleven. 

Moreover, this scene is a mirror-image of the episode in which 

Monkey is embodied as Beautiful Lady Yii. First, just as the "hair-

Monkey" is merely a counterfeit clone of the Great Sage, likewise does 

Monkey falsely assume the guise of Beautiful Lady Yii. Second, in 

both cases, a bout of wine-bibbing is followed by an attempted seduct
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ion. Lastly, on both occasions, the "victims" escape proving their 

prowess in combatting the temptations of desire. However, the "hair-

Monkey's" encounter is only a parallel of the Beautiful Lady Yii incident 

in microcosm. The former is described in only the most cursory fashion, 

showing that Monkey is progresing rapidly toward his eventual success. 

Upon returning his hairs to their original state, the simian 

arrives at the Green Bamboo Cave where an elderly Taoist dwells. 

Hence, immediately following his success in repelling the temptation 

as related in the preceding chapter, Monkey finds himself in a position 

to again encounter his True Nature, this time in the form of a Taoist. 

To gain respite from the bombardment of questions thrown at him by the 

curious simian, the elder bids Monkey gaze into a pool of water. 

Monkey bent his head to look carefully at the 
water and saw therein a hundred upside-down 
encircling green peaks. The ripples on the 
water's surface were paintings of mountians 
and forests.59 

In the above passage, the aging Taoist attempts to illustrate the 

Ch'an concept that doubts are dispersed in a calm mind. In the 

gently rippling pond, Monkey views a clear reflection of his surround

ings. In this final usage of the mirror metaphor, the mind in the 

form of a mirror is portrayed as a clear reflector of reality when 

it is still. A corresponding Ch'an maxim runs, "A mirror not 

fin covered with dust is clear and bright. The mind should be like this." 

The pond here exemplifies the mind of the adherent, in this case, 

Monkey. His mind is nearly still, only a few ripples remain to dis

turb it. He is beginning to perceive reality more clearly and this 

is represented by the clear reflection in the pond. However, the 
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image he spies is one of "green peaks" all about him. This means that 

the latent desire within him is mounting for another assualt. Only 

when his desire climaxes again will be the Great Sage be able to shed 

his ego and gain enlightenment. The sagely elder foretells Monkey's 

fate: "I'm afraid, Little Priest, you must die once in order to live 

61 again." The ego-mind and the true mind cannot exist side by side; 

one must be destroyed. This leads to the ultimate climax of Tower of 

Myriad Mirrors. 

Next, Monkey returns to the Green, Green World in search of 

Tripitaka. However, the T'ang Priest has abandoned his quest and 

is now preparing for combat with the troops of King Paramita as a 

general in the army of the Lettle Moon King. The Great Sage enlists 

as a minor general under his former master and soon finds himself on 

the battlefield. "King Paramita's troops were fierce. They charged 

headlong into the T'ang Priest's lines and killed the Little Moon 

62 King. Then turning, they cut off the head of the T'ang Priest." 

King Paramita is a loosely disguised symbol for the p5ramit5s, 

or the attainments of a bodhisattva. In Ch'an theory, the aspirant 

must conquer all desires, even these so-called "higher desires" for 

mystical attainment. A desire for the paramitas poses a great 

threat to success on the Holy Path and, as Monkey quickly learns, these 

desires can be extremely powerful. They devastate the Little Moon 

King (the "lower desires") and even overrun Tripitaka. 

This leads to the crucial moment in the simian's search for 

higher understanding. If he can shed this ultimate attachment which 

gives the ego life, he will then be transported to the realm of Pure 
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Awareness. However, 

In a short while confusion reigned. There was 
much killing amongest the four armies. Monkey 
didn't know what to do. He could only watch, 
spellbound. He saw the dark banners fall in 
amongst the ranks of the purple banners. 
Purple banners lay across green banners. One 
green banner flew into the purple banners. 
Purple banners marched into the ranks of the 
yellow banners. Yellow banners angled into the 
dark banners.63 

The story goes on in this way for some time describing the scene with 

the various colored banners all intermingling in the chaos. The 

Great Sage can only stand by dumbfounded, and yet, this is the genesis 

of his release from his nightmare. Tung writes, "The five banners, 

the chaos of colors, is the root of the Mind-Monkey's emergence from 

the monster. 

In Buddhist philosophy, the illusion in which the mundane world 

of sentient beings is ensnared is that all things are separate and 

can exist independently. In reality, say the Buddhists, all things are 

interdependent and ultimately a single unity. One Ch'an master said, 

"We think: 'I am here; what is not me is out there.' This is an 

65 
illusion; inherently there is no such dichotomy." Thus, the inter

mixing of the banners represents the amalgamation of the internal and 

the external in the mind of the adherent. 

With the opening of the final chapter, Monkey regains his wits 

and begins to flail about wildly with his cudgel. At this point, 

he is awakened by the "Elder of the Void" (Hsii-k'ung tsun-che), 

the final emination of his true self. Hegel identifies this elder 

66 as the Buddha; however, the term Buddha-nature is perhaps more 
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consistent with the symbolism employed here and with Ch'an tenets. 

For the final time, Monkey's true nature has come to his rescue; 

not only to rouse him from his dream, but also to lead him to illumi

nation. The elder enlightens Monkey to the fact that he has been 

under the spell of the Mackerel Spirit, so that he now understands 

the illusory nature of desire. Thus, the goal has been attained; 

his desire has peaked, he has realized that this desire is ultimately 

illusory, and he has finally awakened to the Truth. 

Newly-enlightened, Monkey returns to the pilgrimage to continue 

to serve his master, Hsiian-tsang. Plying back to the pilgrims, 

he espies the Ch'ing-fish, transformed into a Buddhist deity, attemp

ting to trick Monkey's master so that he may eat the T'ang Priest. 

However, armed with his fresh insight into the true mature of the 

Mackerel Spirit, "he took his cudgel from his ear and struck down 

67 without a second thought." Tung Yiieh comments, "In killing the 

Demon of Desire, one must be prepared to cut it in half with one 

68 stroke." As if these very words were ringing in his ear, Monkey 

cuts down the Ch'ing-fish, thereby extinguishing craving once and 

for all and attaining complete and unexcelled enlightenment. 

The story concludes with the four pilgrims resuming their 

journey and the simian seeking food for his peevishly hungry master. 

This may raise a question in the reader's mind: Why does Monkey 

continue to serve Hsiian-tsang when he is not enlightened and spiritually 

superior to his master? In Ch'an thought, there is no dichotomy of 

means versus end; means and end are identical. Therefore, the path 

itself its own destination and enlightenment lies in the mere 
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practice of Ch'an. Upon awakening, the seeker now realizes that he has 

always been enlightened, but just was not aware of this. Enlightenment 

is comparable to. searching frantically for your car keys and suddenly 

finding them in your hand. 

Therefore, Monkey sees no reason to usurp power from his master; 

he humbly continues to serve him as before. The famous Ch'an adept 

known as Layman Pang was asked, following his illumination, "'Will 

you put on black robes or will you continue wearing white?1 'I do 

what I like,' replied the layman. So he did not shave his head or dye 

69 his clothing." Just as Layman P'ang found no reason to become a monk 

after his enlightenment, so does the simian continue to serve his 

master so that they may obtain the Holy Scriptures. 

Conclusion 

That Tower of Myriad Mirrors is a complex novel is clear. 

The abundant use of Ch'an Buddhist symbolism is equally evident. 

The author adopts a system of symbols which metaphorically represent 

a uniquely Ch'anist progression to enlightenment through the "method 

of delving into desire in order to eliminate it." The three key 

concepts in this system are the mind, symbolized by Monkey; desire, 

represented by various puns and word ciphers; and illusion which 

is primarily signified by the dream. Following Ch'an tenets, Tung 

contends that craving and delusion are mutually causal. Therefore, 

by experiencing desire and realizing that it is illusory, one may 

thereby eliminate this craving. 
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In the novel, Monkey takes the steps to achieve enlightenment 

outlined by Tung Yiieh in his comments on his own novel. First, after 

succumbing to a fit or remorse, he physically enters the body of the 

Ch'ing-fish and is thereby mesmerized into a dream. The setting for 

this dream is the Green, Green World, which also represents desire. 

In the World of the Ancients, Monkey learns that sorrow leads to desire 

through emotional attachment. In the World of the Future, the simian 

extinguishes the Six Thieves and begins to discern reality and illusion. 

After a brief glimpse at his inner self, he practices the technique 

of "gathering in the strayed heart" as a means of again seeing his 

true nature. However, for this to occur, his desire must again peak. 

After a climactic battle with his desire for the paramitas, he is 

awakened by his own Buddha-nature and is enlightened. Following this, 

he seeks out and desroys the Mackerel Spirit. 

Therefore, in addition to the numerous readings of the novel 

mentioned earlier, the novel Tower of Myriad Mirrors can also be read 

as a kind of Ch'anist parable expounding a method to obtain satori. 

A metaphor used by the Japanese Zen Master Bassui mirrors the novel 

written by Tung Yiieh: "Consider a person suffering intensely in a 

dream where, having fallen into hell, he is being tortured. Once 

he awakens, his suffering ceases, for he is now liberated from his 

70 delusion." Of course, Tung Yiieh relates a much more complex and 

intricate story, but one no less profound. 

Whether Tung was twenty when he wrote his masterpiece or somewhat 

closer to thirty, he was certainly a man of tremendous insight into 

both dream psychology as well as Ch'an philosophy. The novel's relative 
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lack of critical attention and its categorization as a "lesser novel" 

are unwarranted and should be rectified. Tower of Myriad Mirrors 

is no less complex than Dante's Divine Comedy, and its author and 

his novel share many interesting similiarities with Lewis Carroll 

and his series of Alice in Wonderland books. Some critics, Liu Fu 

among them, have labelled mental illness as a component of Tung Yiieh's 

writings. However, the possession of neurosis cannot diminish literary 

genius, as is the case with Edgar Allan Poe, another literary genius 

who has been dismissed by some as mad. 



Notes 

1 For information on Wu Ch'eng-en, see: DMB, pp. 1479-83. 

2 Frederick P. Brandauer, "The Hsi-yu pu and Its World as Satire," 
Journal of the American Oriental Society, (July-September 1977), 97(3): 
305-22, revised version in Tung Yiieh, pp. 109-25; The Novel, pp. 148— 
55; Han Chiieh , "Hsi-yu Pu ch'uang-tso te shih-tai pei-ching" 

WfG , Kuo-li pien-i-kuan kuan-k'an [IHilHIRMfsfJ] f 
(June 1972), 1(3): 193-206; and Hsu Fu-ming ft?-#^1 / "Kuan-yii Hsi-yu 
Pu tso-che Tung Yiieh te sheng-p'ing" [fMI iS 31 if jS M ¥•], Wen-
hsiieh i-ch'an tsenq-k'an Kill itf flj ], third collection, (Peking: 
Tso-chia ch'u-pan-she, 1956), pp. 109-118. 

3 Frederick P. Brandauer, "The Hsi-yu pu as an Example of Myth-
Making in Chinese Fiction," Tamkanq Review, (April 1975), 6(1): 99-120. 
Hereafter cited as "Myth-Making." Revised version in Tung Yiieh, 
pp. 129-41. 

4 Tung Yiieh, pp. 94-108; The Novel, pp. 162-4; C.T. Hsia and T.A. 
Hsia, "New Perspectives on Two Ming Novels: Hsi Yu Chi and Hsi Yu Pu, 
in Wen-lin Studies in Chinese Humanities, Chow Tse-tung, ed., (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1968), pp. 229-45; and Wang T'o [rEf-5]/ 
"Tui Hsi-yu Pu te hsin-p'ing-chia" [ityjjjij], Hsien-tai hsiieh-
yiian (September 1971), 8(9): 13-22. 

~*Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 7. 

In spite of the striking similiarities between the Alice books 
of Lewis Carroll (aka. Charles Dodson) and Tower of Myriad Mirrors 
as well as the remarkable parallels between the lives of the respective 
authors, no comparative study has yet been undertaken. Such a study 
would certainly be beneficial to the understanding of both writers 
and their works. 

7 For information on Tung Ssu-chang, see: DMB, pp. 1329-31. 
That biography also contains information on Tung Yiieh. 

g 
The Novel, p. 145. Also noted in Tung Yiieh, p. 31. 

9 According to Larry Schulz, he was seventeen; Tower of Myriad 
Mirrors, p. 9. Brandauer contends that he was fifteen; Tung Yiieh, 
p. 32. However, Hegel states that he was thirteen; The Novel, p. 145. 

-102-



103 

in 
For a more complete biography of Tunq Yiieh, see:_ Liu Fu [ §'1 ], 

"Hsi-yu Pu tso-che Tung Jo-yii chuan" [ IS « M fcl, appended to 
Tung Yiieh [Sift], Hsi-yu Pu (Hong Kong: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 
1958), hereafter cited as Liu Fu. According to Brandauer, it is also 
appended to the 1955 Peking edition. See also, Chunq-kuo wen-hsiieh-chia, 
pp. 1324-5. In English, see: Tunq Yiieh, pp. 30-7; and The Novel, 
pp. 144-8. These latter two sources quote heavily from Liu Fu's biography. 
For information on Liu Fu, see: BDRC, II, pp. 394-5. 

^^The Novel, p. 146. 

12 
Liu Fu, pp. 28-9. See also, Tunq Yiieh, pp. 38-9 & n. 78. 

13 Liu Fu, pp. 28-9. I am quoting Brandauer's translation of the 
passage, Tunq Yiieh, p. 39. 

14 Liu Fu, p. 29. Again quoting Brandauer, Tunq Yiieh, p. 39. 

15 
Translations of the titles come from Tunq Yueh, p. 95. 

^Tunq Yiieh, pp. 37-8. ^Ibid. 

^Ibid., pp. 19-20, 32; and The Novel, p. 144. 

19 Tower of Myriad Mirrors, pp. 10-1; and Tung Yueh, p. 20. 

20 Tunq Yueh, pp. 20-3. 

21 Christmas Humphreys, ed., The Wisdom of Buddhism, (Atlantic 
Highlands, NJ.: Humanities Press, 1987), pp. 56-70. Hereafter cited 
as The Wisdom of Buddhism. 

22Ibid., pp. 143-50. 23A Source Book, pp. 425-6. 

2̂ For a thorough discussion of the historical development of 
Ch'an Buddhism in the T'ang and Sung dynasties, see: "Experiment 
in Syncretism," pp. 13-140. 

25 The Chinese word Ch'an is actually a transliteration of the 
Sanskrit word dhyana meaning meditation. 

26Roshi Philip Kapleau, The Three Pillars of Zen, (Garden City, 
NY.: Anchor Books, 1980), p. 318. Hereafter cited as Three Pillars. 

27 Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 192. For further information on 
Ch'an doctrines, see: Three Pillars; The Wisdom of Buddhism, pp. 176-210; 
The Secrets, pp. 43-80; John C. Wu, ed., Chinese Philosophy: Buddhism, 
Chinese Culture Series 1-6, volume two, (Taipei: China Academy, 1974); 
and Robert Sohl and Audrey Carr, eds., The Gospel According to Zen: 
Beyond the Death of God, (New York: Mentor Books, 1970), hereafter 
cited as According to Zen. 



104 

28 
Anthony C. Yu, The Journey to the West, (Chicago & London: 

University of Chicago Press, 1977), I, pp. 51-2. Hereafter cited 
as Journey to the West. 

29 
"Myth-Making," p. 105. This cipher is as follows: Hsiao [•'Jn] 

(Little) + Yiieh [ ft ] (Moon) + Wang [IE] (King) <=$ Ch'ing [jf] (Desire). 

"^The Novel, p. 156. Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 35. 

32Ibid. p. 100. 33Ibid., p. 46. 

34 
The Secrets, p. 58; citing Han-Shan's Journey in Dream Land 

(Han-shan Meng-yu Chi). See also: A Buddhist Leader. 

35 
Characters' names taken from Wu Ch'eng-en, Monkey: Folk Novel 

of China, Arthur Waley, tans., (New York: Grove Press, 1943). 

36 Cf. Journey to the West. 

37 
Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 25. 

38 n 
The term used in the poem, hsin [/fr], can mean both the mind 

and the heart in Chinese. 

39 40 
Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 25. Ibid., p. 26. 

41Ibid., p. 32. 42Ibid., p. 193. 

43 Ibid., p. 56. For episodes with Liu Po=ch'm, see: Journey 
to the West, chapters 13-14. 

44 Michael Loewe, Ways to Paradise: The Chinese Quest for Immortality, 
(London, Boston, & Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1979), p. 64. 

45 46 Ibid., pp. 80-5. Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 56. 

4̂ Hsiang Yii ], renowned for his fidelity to Yii Mei-jen [J| , 
was a contender for the imperial throne following the collapse of the 
Ch'in dynasty (221-206 B.C.). Hegemon of the state of Ch'u [|j|], he was 
defeated by Liu Pang (d. 195 B.C., [<gl]£|S]) who eventually conquered all of 
China and founded the Han dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.). 

48 Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 194. 

49 50 Ibid., p. 95, n. 6. Also romanized Ch'in K'uai. 

51 
James T.C. Liu, "Yiieh Fei (1103-41) and China's Heritage of 

Loyalty," Journal of Asian Studies, (1972), 31(2): 291-7. 



52 53 Ibid. Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 194. 

54 Ruth Fuller Sasaki, Yoshitaka Iriya, and Dana R. Eraser, trans. 
A Man of Zen; The Recorded sayings of Layman P'ang, (New York & Tokyo 
Weatherhill, 1971), p. 74, n. 54. Hereafter cited as A Man of Zen. 

55 Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 130. 

~^Ibid. ~^Ibid., p. 138. 

58Ibid., p. 137. 59Ibid., pp. 159-60. 

60 According to Zen, p. 105. 

61 Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 165. 

62Ibid., p. 181. 63Ibid. 64Ibid., p. 182. 

^Three Pillars, p. 120. 
aa a*7 
The Novel, p. 160. Tower of Myriad Mirrors, p. 187. 

^Ibid., p. 195. Man of Zen, p. 46. 

70 
Three Pillars, p. 178. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

TWO PATHS TO NIRVANA: THE WAY OF MONKEY 

AND OF THE BEFORE-MIDNIGHT SCHOLAR 

On the surface, Prayer Mat of Flesh, an erotic picaresque novel 

by a dramatist-scholar, and Tower of Myriad Mirrors, the dream adventures 

of a spirit-monkey written by a scholar and soon-to-be Ch'an monk, 

may not appear to share many features in common. Likewise, the novels' 

respective authors seem to have led rather dissimiliar lives. However, 

further examination will evidence that while the authors and their 

respective novels do revela many differences, there are also many 

similiar characteristics. In this chapter, we will first examine 

the lives of the two authors, Li Yii and Tung Yiieh, paying special 

attention to the common traits and interests shared by the two. We 

will also compare and contrast the two novels themselves, discussing 

their differences in presentation, but also their shared allegorical 

progression to Buddhist enlightenment. In this way, both novels may 

be seen from a new perspective. 

The lives of Li Yii and Tung Yiieh 

Other than the broad similiarity of having passed the first qual

ifying degree in the civil service examination sytem and thereby being 

considered members of the so-called literati class, these two men 
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appear to have had little or nothing in common. Tung was born and 

raised in Nan-hsun Township in Kiangsu and lived his entire life there. 

Li Yii was born in Hupeh Province, grew up in Chekiang, and lived for 

extended periods of time in both Hangchow and Nanking. Tung was a 

scholar-writer primarily interested in Buddhism, even in his youth. 

While also a scholar-writer, Li's main interests, especially as a 

youth, lay in erotica and women. Moreover, Li had a keen interest 

in drama not shared by Tung. At the age of thirty-six, Tung became 

a Lin-chi Ch'an monk and spent the remainder of his life in a monastery. 

Li travelled a great deal and spent his later life as a playwright 

and manager of a travelling dramatic troupe. What could these two 

men possibly have in common? 

First, both men were fascinated, if not obsessed, with creating 

1 new inventions. While neither man can be labelled a "Chinese Benjamin 

Franklin" or "Chinese Leonardo da Vinci," both men did produce several 

new items. Li Yii "was continually coming up with new ideas, designs, 

and inventions, including a heated desk, a new style of letter paper, 

new designs for windows and partitions, and even a flower stand to 

2 fit into his bed." Likewise, Tung Yiieh was known for his "desire 

3 to invent new things." In addition to his idea for a steamed, smokeless 

form of incense, among other things, he struck upon the idea of mixing 

4 plum blossoms with milk to feed his finicky infant son, Ts'un. 

Second, both men have been characterized as young geniuses when 

they began their careers. Tung is said to have begun his studies 

at an early age, his curriculum focusing chiefly on Buddhist texts, 

and to have passed the first level of the civil service examinations 
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5 as early as thirteen. In...similiar fashion, Li Yu is depicted as 

having been somewhat of a child prodigy who, despite his preference 

for erotic literature over classical texts, at the age of twenty-four 

passed the first degree and had his examination essays published. 

Thus, although both men held interests in things other than the bookish 

learning of the Ch'eng-Chu School of Neo-Confucianism, they nevertheless 

received a classical education as evidenced by their passing the first 

degree. 

Moreover, both men completed their novelistic masterpieces at 

a relatively young age. Tung Yiieh completed Tower of Myriad Mirrors 

before he was thirty, and probably when he was only twenty years of 

age. Although still controversial, if the date of 1633 is correct 

for Prayer Mat of Flesh, then Li Yii would have completed his work 

when he was twenty-two. The reputation earned by these two men as 

young geniuses is well-deserved when one considers the fact that two 

complex and profound novels such as these were created by men in their 

early twenties. 

Both men were also prolific writers. Excluding Prayer Mat of 

Flesh, Li Yii's works have been collected in the fifteen-volume Li 

Yii ch'iian-chi (The Collected Works of Li Yii). His writings include 

dramatic pieces, fiction, poetry, and prose essays. His prinary interests 

include women, erotica, and fated relationships. Tung Yiieh is said 

to have been the author of 112 different works, although many of these 

are false attributions. Tung also employed various literary genres 

such as poetry, prose essays, and fiction, in which his interest in 

dreams, politics, and Buddhism are most evident. In the case of both 
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writers, the attitudes, values, and beliefs they held are manifested 

throughout each man's works. 

Finally, these philosophical beliefs, while ostensibly quite 

different, are, at the core, rather similiar. "Li several times states 
g 

his allegiance to a Confucian form of philosophical naturalism." 

However, in contrast to typical Confucian norms, "he believed in a 

morality fitted to the situation rather than an absolute morality. 

He tended to go even further, honoring an enlightened self-interest 

7 over self-sacrifice to a social ideal." In this way, Li's Taoistic 

tendencies cane to light. Tung Yiieh, on the hand, was a Buddhist 

from his very childhood. "Tung's collected works contain a large 

0 amount of material on Ch'an Buddhist themes." This culminated in 

his decision at thirty-six to take the Buddhist tonsure and become 

a Ch'an monk. Thus, on the surface, the beliefs of these two men 

appear to have been quite dissimiliar. 

However, in certain key respects, their views are comparable. 

First, although Li was a professed Confucian and Tung, a Buddhist, 

both men were eclectic in their thought and certainly subscribed to 

the "Three Teachings in One" belief. In Prayer Mat of Flesh, Li Yii 

does not differentiate between Confucian and Buddhist recluses as 

his sardonic wit is just as brutal with the Confucian hypocrite, Iron-

Door, as it is with the Buddhist Lonely Summit. In Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors, Monkey enlists the aid of a Confucian, Liu Po-ch'in, a Taoist, 

the Master of the Green Grove Cave, and a Buddhist, the Master of 

the Void, in his pursuit of enlightenment. Thus, both novels contain 

elements of the "Three Teachings in One" concept. 
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Furthermore, both novelists criticized those who blindly followed 

the dogma of any teaching without understanding its main concepts. . 

This is obvious in Prayer Mat, as many of the characters play satiric 

roles. Lonely Summit and Iron-Door both cling to unrealistic and 

impractical doctrines. The Before Midnight-Scholar demonstrates through 

out the novel his ignorance and naivete despite his boasting of his 

superior understanding. In Tower of Myriad Mirrors, this implied 

criticism is also present. As a bliever in the Lin-chi School of 

Ch'an, it is not surprising that Tung Yueh would criticize those who 

spoke eloquently about Ch'an theory, but without true understanding. 

This criticism is voiced by Hsiian-tsang, who warns Monkey repeatedly 

to avoid "literary Ch'an" or "slippery Ch'an talk." A primary tenet 

of Ch'an, which Tung is reiterating, is that Ch'an cannot be described 

in words, but only through individual practice and personal experience 

may one come to know Ch'an enlightenment. This is reinforced by the 

fact that Tung Yueh chose to present his views in allegorical form 

rather than explicit statement. 

Thus, we have seen how the lives of Tung Yueh and Li Yii, while 

seeming dissimiliar on the surface, were actually quite alike. First, 

both men were innovative in their thought and amateur inventors. Second 

both men began their studies at a young age and excelled in their 

youth. Third, both men were quite young when they completed their 

respective novels. Moreover, throughout their lives, they were both 

prolific in their literary output and both utilized a vast array of 

literary genres. Finally, their philosophical views also hold several 

points in common, such as an abhorrance of religious hypocrisy and 
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an eclectic approach. Hence, while both men were unique individuals 

who stood out in their time, they also shared many points of commonality. 

Comparative Look at Hsi-yu Pu and Jou P'u T'uan 

In his examination of seventtenth-century Chinese fiction, Robert 

Hegel discusses Tower of Myriad Mirrors and Prayer Mat of Flesh together 

in one chapter entitled, "Self as Mind or as Body: Fictional Examina-

9 tions of Identity." Therefore a precedent for studying these two 

novels together exists. However, although he lumps them together in 

the same chapter, Hegel provides only the most cursory of comparisons 

of these two works. He merely subdivides the chapter into two sections: 

one entitled "The Tower of Myriad Mirrors: Mind as Morass," and 

10 another, "The Prayer Mat of Flesh: Sensuality and Salvation." 

Therefore, in this section it is my intention first, to discuss the 

differences between the two novels; second, to demonstrate that both 

novels may be classified in the same subgenre of fiction; and finally, 

to examine how both novels represent an allegorical method leading 

to Buddhist enlightenment. 

The differences between the two novels, although numerous, are 

for the most part stylistic and superficial. Tower of Mriad Mirrors 

takes place within the framework of a dream. Prayer Mat of Flesh, 

on the other hand, strives for realistic description in a life-like 

setting. The primary function of Tower of Myriad Mirrors is allegorical, 

11 while that of Prayer Mat is satirical. Brandauer writes, "Thematically, 
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12 the Hsi-yu pu may be categorized as a Buddhist fable." In describing 

Prayer Mat, Hegel states, "Although known in the past merely as a 

pornographic novel, The Prayer Mat is primarily a work of literary 

13 parody." However, as mentioned above, Tower of Myriad Mirrors 

does contain satiric elements and as will be discussed below, Prayer 

Mat of Flesh also possesses an allegorical function. 

Further contectual differences lie in the story and description 

of the two novels. Prayer Mat is claerly a pornographic novel and 

as such contains several brief, but graphic, descriptions of sexual 

trysts. As Monkey is technically a monk and therefore celibate, 

it is only natural that there are no descriptions of sexual acts 

as such, although sexual passion is an important element. Finally, 

the dilemma which composes teh bulk of the story leading up to the 

climactic resolution is mental in Tower of Myriad Mirrors, but physical 

in Prayer Mat. Monkey must struggle in his mind with the Mackerel 

Spirit and his nightmare, whereas the Midnight Scholar is wrestling 

with his physical desire and the symbol of this, his phallus. 

Despite these surface points of contrast, the two novels do 

share many commonalities, seme superficial, some profound. First, 

both novels are relatively short, Tower f Myriad Mirrors being only 

sixteen chapters and Prayer Mat only twenty, when compared with contem

porary novels such as Journey to the West which contains one-hundred 

chapters. Second, both novels can be read on several different levels. 

"Neither novel is simply a moral tract, despite the Buddhist theme 

14 in The Tower and the long homily with which The Prayer Mat begins." 
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Tower of Myriad Mirrors can be read as a "Buddhist allegory," a socio

political satire, an exploration of dreams, and a symbolic representa

tion of a Ch'anist progression to illumination. Prayer Mat may be 

read as a masterpiece of erotica, a social satire, and a moral parable. 

Thus, like Dante's Divine Comedy, the reader of these two novels 

may find several layers of meaning beyond the literal level. 

Furthermore, as mentioned above, both novels possess satirical 

elements. In Tower of Myriad Mirrors, the targets of Tung Yiieh's 

censure are the civil service examinations, Chinese traitors who 

aided the invading Manchus in conquering China, and the corruption 

15 of the imperial court." In Prayer Mat, Hegel identifies three 

main objects of satire. First, by using irrelavent and distorted 

quotations from various classics, Li Yii implicitly criticizes those 

who pervert classical texts for their own self-serving purposes. 

Second, the author parodies the "genius and beauty romances" (ts'ai-

tzu chia-jen hsiao-shuo) which were a popular genre of fiction in 

the Ming. Finally, Li satirizes various hypocritical "paragons of 

16 
virtue" who claim to be righteous but rarely are. 

Moreover, the satirical elements present in both novels serve 

to reinforce the moral aim of these works. In his satire, Tung Yiieh 

employs the satiric aspects of hsi novel to call attention to the 

corrupt social and political values of his time and to express the 

need for reform. Li Yii, on the other hand, was concerned primarily 

with social and personal morality. Weaving his sardonic humor into 

his erotic tale, he pokes fun at those who are guilty of hypocrisy, 

extremism, and cliche. Hegel sums up the two authors' satire best, 
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saying, 

Both novelists use the values of their day 
for literary ends, as unifying devices in their 
narratives. Neither novel is limited to one 
specific or philosophical meaning; neither 
is wholly serious in its conventioanl didacticism, 
even though both authors undoubtedly agreed 
with the moral messages of their works. There 
is no ironic distance between the narrators^ 
and the explicit teachings of these novels. 

In addition, both novels also share the common feature of being 

difficult to classify. Because of their complexity, they elude simple 

categorization. In the case of Prayer Mat of Flesh, although a case 

has been made above for labelling it as a "picaresque novel," other 

classifications are also possible. One Chinese scholar has assigned 

18 
the term "Novel of Manners" to the work. Of course, the novel 

can with equal accuracy also be said to be a pornographic or erotic 

novel. One final subgenre, into which Prayer Mat falls, is the quest 

novel. Likewise, Tower of Myriac! mirrors can also be classified 

as a quest, which is another trait shared by the two novels. 

The primary distinguishing feature of the quest is "when the 

hero of the novel strives to attain a goal, he is also in search 

19 of his true character." In the case of Tower of Myriad Mirrors, 

this is seen in Monkey's search for his master, Tripitaka, who is 

in the Green, Green World. While this is the ostensible goal, he is 

really seeking his True Self and the corresponding enlightenment he 

will attain when this True Self is found. In Prayer Mat of Flesh, 

the hero, on the surface, is engaged in a quest to seduce beautiful 

women. However, in actuality, he is also striving for a form of spiri

tual freedom, especially freedom from his entangling physical desires. 
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For the Midnight Scholar, the climactic self-transfomration occurs 

when he takes the Buddhist tonsure after being disillusioned. He 

punctuates his renunciation of the world with his dramatic self-emascu-

lation. In Tower of Myriad Mirrors, Monkey's metamorphosis takes 

place at the peak of his chimera when he must fight King Paramita. 

This, however, is merely symbolic of the climaxing of the simian's 

desire which is what allow the revelation to be realized. Thus, 

both novels possess the two primary traits of quest novels: the progres

sion toward an ostensible goal or destination symbolizing a search for 

the inner or true self by the hero, and the hero's self-transformation 

at the novel's .conclusion. 

Finally, Prayer Mat, like Tower of Myriad Mirrors, can be read 

as a symbolic representation of a specific progression to enlightenment. 

We have seen already how Tung Yiieh utilized narrative to present his 

unique "method of delving into desire in order to eliminate it." 

Although probably less consciously intentional, Li Yii's work also 

contains a progression to spiritual realization which closely parallels 

Tower of Myriad Mirrors. "Even though the distinction between mind 

and body in the two novels may not be justified philosophically, surely 

20 it is in terms of literature." In other words, Tower of Myriad 

Mirrors is a mental progression, but Prayer Mat is a physical one. 

Hegel writes, "Monkey's dilmma was mental. ... He is not a 

slave to the pleasures of the flesh. With him, a seed of carnal desire 

21 is enough to cause him great suffering." We have already demonstrated 

22 that the theme of the novel is desire in Monkey's dream world. 
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As Monkey is a symbol for the mind, and because he both physically 

and symbolically enters into desire, Tung Yiieh has generated a parable 

following Ch'an tenets for achieving satori. Monkey (the mind) is 

in both the Green, Green World (desire) and the Mackerel Spirit's 

body (also desire). When he realizes that he is merely dreaming (i.e., 

he perceives the illusory nature of desire), then he is aroused from 

his dream and with this arousal comes the corresponding spiritual 

awakening. 

In the case of the Midnight Scholar, he "has been led by active 

physical participation into even greater delusions" then those suffered 

23 by the simian. The Scholar is employing what modern psychologists 

might call "aversion theapy." He over-indulges in physical pleasure, 

to the point that he finds himself impotent. Then he suffers from 

both disillusionment (his impotence as well as the calamities he has 

brought down upon himself) and physical punishment (being beaten by 

the brothel patrons and dragged before the magistrate). This creates 

in him an extreme aversion for not only physical pleasure, but also 

for that symbol of desire in his own mind, his penis. Hence, this 

aversion culminates in his brutal self-castration. Although Buddhist 

doctrines state that desire is merely a creation of the mind and there

fore illusory, in the narrative form, Li Yu may ignore this fact and 

employ the Scholar's drastic measure as a device to exhibit the character 

transformation of his hero. 

Thus, with Tower of Myriad Mirrors, Tung Yiieh has created an 

allegory alluding to a purely mental process, a mind pilgrimage. 

In this respect, the novel is comparable to John Bunyan's Pilgrim's 
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Progress. In Prayer Mat, however, Li Yii proposes a more direct, 

physical method for removing desire. Whereas Tung Yiieh would like the 

adherent to mentally contemplate desire, examine it, realize that it is 

by nature illusory, and therefore remove it, Li Yii would like the adherent 

to succumb to temptation rather than merely contemplating it. This is 

like Oscar Wilde's famous remark that "the only way to overcome desire 

is to succumb to it." Thus, when one has submitted, experienced this 

desire physically, and finally become disenchanted by it, only at that 

time will one be able to eliminate desire. Hence, both novelists are 

proposing methods which share a common goal, the elimination of desire, 

which is the chief aim of Buddhism in general. However, the difference 

arises in the details of the methods proposed. 

Conclusion 

Amidst the chaos of the late Ming, two novels were produced within 

a short span of time which, while different in scxne aspects, have proven 

to share many common traits as well. In Li Yii's Prayer Mat of Flesh, 

we have a novel which surpasses mere pornography, becoming a masterpiece 

of satire as well as a vehicle for the author's morality. By employing 

satire and example masterfully for his didactic ends, Li Yii has created 

a moral work which he believes will be more effective than the dry, 

repetitive morality books which were popular in shi time. Furthermore, 

Li's novel can be classified as a "picaresque novel" because it possesses 

all three characteristics of that fictioned type: first, the main char

acter is on a journey with a tangible goal; second, this hero is a 
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solitary figure in the world of the narrative, and this is a result of 

the survivalist society in which he lives; and finally, at the novel's 

conclusion, the hero undergoes a metamorphosis of character. However, 

it is evident that the dramatic self-castration of the Midnight Scholar 

is not inconsistent with his character in general. Even after >his cast

ration, he still retains hes three most outstanding character traits: 

his selfishness, naivete, and his mental association of his phallus with 

sensual desire. Thus, his self-emasculation can be seen as a symbol of 

his self-transformation rather than a defect in the character created by 

Li Yii. 

In Tower of Myriad Mirrors, we encounter a novel which is extremely 

complex, having many levels of meaning. However, perhaps the most 

fundamental level, that of a symbolic allegory of the Ch'anist progression 

to enlightenment by contemplating desire and perceiving its illusory 

nature so as to eliminate it, has been neglected by other critics of 

the novel. Thus, Tung Yiieh has borrowed the characters from Journey 

to the West and created a Buddhist parable for his unique method for 

the cessation of desire. The hero, Monkey, symbolizes the mind. Using 

puns and ciphers, Tung alludes to the concept of desire through the 

Mackerel Spirit, Little Moon King, and the Green, Green World. Finally, 

he represents illusion by setting his story within a dream world in 

which time becomes disjointed and Monkey constantly questions the reality 

of his perceptions. Hence, Monkey (mind) enters into the Green, Green 

World which is really the belly of the Ch'ing Fish (both desire) and 

eventually realizes that he is in a dream (illusion). Therefore, when 

he is aroused frcxn the dream by the Elder of the Void (his True Nature), 
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he is also in reality awakened spiritually. 

This allegorical method of removing desire is paralleled in Prayer 

Mat by the method created by Li Yii. In Tower of Myriad Mirrors, the 

process is purely mentaland desire is removed by the realization that 

it is illusory. In Prayer Mat of Flesh, however, the method involves 

a physical process in which the adherent, when aroused, succumbs to the 

temptation, indeed indulging himself to the point of satiation and over

indulgence. This will eventually lead to disillusionment and/or punish

ment which will created an aversion to desirous feelings. Therefore, 

one will have eliminated desire. 

The similiarites between the two novels do not end here. Both 

novels employ satire, were written for didactic purposes, and can be 

categorized as quest novels. Both are complex works and can be read on 

several distinct levels. Moreover, the lives of their respective 

authors share many common traits. While ostensibly leading quite dis-

similiar lives, both men were deeply affected by the social situations 

in which they lived and each wished to see moral and social reforms 

implemented. They were both known for their genius as youths and were 

amatuer inventors. Finally, both writers were quite prolific in their 

literary outputs, employing a vast array of genres, and filling their 

works with their moral views. 

In sum, both novels although well-studied, still require additional 

attention. The existence of Ch'an elements in Tower of Myriad Mirrors, 

heretofore neglected, is not surprising considering the fact that Tung 

Yiieh was a Ch'an monk. In Prayer Mat, several aspects have also been 

neglected while many critics have concentrated on problems in Kuhn's 
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translation and on the authorship controversy. Others who have examined 

its contectualaspects only have ccme to misleading conclusions or have 

discussed only superficial aspects of the novel. Thus, the present work 

has attempted to remedy this situation. 
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GLOSSARY 

Special Terms 

Ch'an (Japanese: Zen) ^ 

chia-jen (a beauty) 

Chieh-tzu yuan (Mustard Seed Garden) 

chien-chien shui-chien (Treachery-Reflecting Water-Mirror) 

ch'ing (desire) .[•« 

ch'ing (green) 

Ch'ing-ch'ing shih-chieh (Green, Green World) if'lf t^!?-

Ching-t'u (Pure Land) 

chiian ^ 

ch'uan-ch'i of 

Fa-yen (One lineage of Ch'an) ... 

hsin (heart-mind) 

hsin-yiian (Mind-Monkey) jIMH 

hsin-yiian i-ma (Monkey of the Mind, Horse of the Will) . 

hsiu-ts'ai (lowset degree in the exam system) 

hua (flower) 

hua-chieh (World of Prostitution) 

hua-hua kung-tzu (a playboy, Casanova) Tttt'&'f' 

hua-liu-ping (venereal disease) 

hua-niang (a prostitute) TtLW'Jfii 
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Ku-jen shih-chieh (World of the Ancients) 

kung-an (Ch'an meditative conundrum; Jap.: koan) .... 

Kung-an P'ai (Kung-an School) 

li (principle) jjg 

Lin-chi (One Ch'an lineage; Jap.: Rinzai) 

lou (tower) .fg 

nien-fo (Religious chanting in Pure Land; Jap.: nembutsu) 

Nui-t'ou (Oxhead School of Ch'an) ^3jf 

san-chiao ho-i (Three Teachings in One) HfjCllj- — 

satori (Ch'an term menaing enlightenment; Chinese: wu) |h 

shan-shu (morality books) a W 

ssu (temple) ^ 

T'ai-chou P'ai (T'ai-chou School) 

T'ai-shang lao-chiin (Most Exalted ancient Lord) .... 

tiu (term used in Jou P'u T'uan to mean "orgasm") ... ^ 

ts'ai-tzu (genius) ^y 

ts'ai-tzu chia-jen hsiao-shuo (Genius & Beauty Romances) A'hfft 

Ts'ao-tung (One Ch'an lineage; Jap.: S5t5) 

tzu (cognomen, style name) 

Wan-ching lou-t'ai (Tower of Myriad Mirrors) TjIJs^ a" 

Wei-lai shih-chieh (World of the Future) 

Wei-yang (One lineage of Ch'an) >^{fp 

Yiin-men (One lineage of Ch'an) gp6} 

Personages and Characters 
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Chang Shang-ying (1043-1122) 

Chang Tsai (1020-1077) 

Chen-ku (Hua-chen, Auntie Chen) 

Cheng Ch'eng-kung (Koxinga, 1624-1662) 

Ch'eng Hao (1032-1085) 

Ch'eng I (1033-1107) 

Chi-sung (1007-1072) 

Chiao Hung (15407-1620) 

Ch'ien-lung (Hung-li; 1711-1799, r. 1736-95) 

Ch'in Kuei (Ch'in K'uai, 1086-1151) 

Ch'in-shih Huang-ti (r. 246-214 B.C.) 

Ch'ing-yin hsien-sheng (psuedonym of Jou P'u T'uan's author) 

Ch'ing-yii ching (Mackerel Spirit, Ch'ing-fish) 

Chou Tun-i (1017-1073) 

Chu Hsi (1130-1200) 

Chu Yuan-chang (1328-1398) 

Ch'iian Lao-shih (Honest Ch'iian) 

Chuang Tzu (fourth centrury B.C.) 

Han-shan Te-ch'ing (1546-1623) 

Hsiang Yii (d. 202 B.C.) 

Hsiao Yiieh Wang (Little Moon King) 

Hsu Hsi-ts'ai (dates unknown) 

Hsii-k'ung tsun-che (Elder of the Void) 

Hsiian-tsang (Tripitaka, T'ang Priest; c. 596-664) . . . 

H u - s h a n g  L i - w e n g  ( F i s h e r m a n  o f  t h e  L a k e )  . . . . . . .  

Hua-chen ** See "Chen-ku" above ** 

(ft V) 

mi 

MM 

mt (&m) 

m 

jSIIjcE 

mm 

'M3E 
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Hui-neng (638-713) Mils 

K'ang-hsi (Hsuan-yeh; 1654-1772, r. 1661-722) jj| ge (j£ais) 

Keng Ting-hsiang (1524-1596) 

Keng Ting-li (d. 1584) 

Ko Hung (fourth century A.D.) 

Koxinga ** See "Cheng Ch'eng-kung" above ** 

Ku-feng Chang-lao (Lonely Summit) 

Lao Tzu (fifth century B.C.?) :̂ =f-

Li Ch'ang-ling (twelfth century A.D.) 

Li Chih (1527-1602) ^ 

Li Tzu-ch1 eng (1605-1645) 

Li Yii (Li-weng; 1611-1680) t m 

Lin Chao-en (1517-1598) 

Lin Yutang (1895-1976) 

Liu Fu (1891-1934) IjlJfH 

Liu Po-ch'in (Character from Hsiyu Chi and Hsi-yu Pu) . P]{0W\ 

Lu Hsiin (Chou Shu-jen, 1881-1936) #jE (jlJ'tsiA) 

Ou-yang Hsiu (1007-1072) 

P'i-pu-tai ho-shang (Old Monk Leathersack) jnj 

Sai K'un-lun (K'un-lun's Rival) # $ % 

Shao Yung (1011-1077) ^ ̂ 

Shen Hsin-yu (dates unknown) 

Sun Wu-k'ung (Monkey, The Great Sage) f• ̂  

T'ieh-shan Tao-jen (Dr. Iron-Door) $kMMA 

Ts'ao Hsiieh-ch'in (Chan; 17197-1763) mm-& r <& \ B •3=r/T \ / 

Tung Ssu-chang (1586-1627) 
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Tung Yiieh (Jo-yii; 1620-1686) (^M) 

Wang An-shih (1021-1086) 

Wang Chi (1498-1583) EEH 

Wang Kai (dates unknown) 

Wang Ken (1483-1541 ) 

Wang Yang-ming (Shou-jen; 1472-1529) (^C) 

Wei-yeng Sheng (Before-Midnight Scholar) 

Wu Ch'eng-en (15067-1582?) JRzpc 0 

Wu San-kuei (1612-1678) S. —;££ 

Yi-ju chii-shih (Wrote preface to Hsi-yu Pu) lit&nSi 

Yen-fang (Aroma) 16^ 

Yen-lo Wang (Yama, King of Hell) (^^13; 

Yii-hsiang (Noble Scent) EEH? 

Yii Huai (1616-1696) 

Yii Mei-jen (Beautiful Lady Yii) . 

Yiieh Fei (1103-1141) 

Yiin-ch1 i Chu-hung (1535-1615) |j|% 

Titles of Texts 

Ch'an yiieh-fu (Ch'an Ballads) 

Chao-yeng meng-shih hsii (Preface to Chao-yang's Dream History) 

Cheng-meng p'ien (On Testing Dreams) JEWm 

Ch'i-kuo kao (A Study of the Seven States) -fcUl# 

Ch'iao t'uan-yiian (The Amazing Reunion) 1^0R 

Chieh-tzu-yiian hua-chuan (Painting Patterns of the 

Mustard Seed Garden) ^-pO®fxi 
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Ching-hua yuan (Flowers in the Mirror) ££-

Chuan-yin lu (Record of Changing the Causes) 

Fei-yen hsiang-fa (Method for Smokeless Incense) .... 

Feng cheng wu (The Kite's Mistake) 

Feng-ts'ao An-chi (Collection from the Abundant Grass Hermitage; 

hereafter, AGH = Abundant Grass Hermitage) 

Feng-ts'ao An-ch1 ien-chi (Former Collection from the AGH) J|jipl 

Feng-ts'ao An-hou-chi (Latter Collection from the AGH) JJ lip! ££ 1ft 

Feng-ts'ao An-shih-chi (Collection of Poetry from the AGH) 

Feng-ts'ao An-tsa-chu wu-chung (Five Selections of Miscellaneous 

Writings from the AGH) 

Hsien-ch'ing ou-chi (A Temprary Lodge for My Leisure Thoughts) frllft 

Hsin Ching (Heart Sutra) 

Hsi-yu Chi (Journey to the West) 

Hsi-yu Pu (Supplement to Hsi-yu Chi; Tower of Myriad Mirrors) 

Hsi-yu Pu ta-wen (Answers to Questions on Hsi-yu Pu) SSIISUfnl 

Hsu Hsi-yu Pu tsa-chi (Additional Miscellaneous Notes on 

Pu) 

Huang chiu feng (The Hen Seeks the Rooster) 

Hui-wen chuan (The Palindromic Affair) 

Hung-lou Meng (Dream of the Red Chamber) 

I-chia yen (The Sayings of One Household) 

I Ching (Book of Changes) H:£S 

I-chung-yuan (An Ideal Marriage Destiny) 

Jou P'u T'uan (Prayer Mat of Flesh) . 

Ju-lin Wai-shih (The Scholars) .rar-HrMcb 
te;Pr/r ™ 
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Kung-kuo Ko (Ledger of Merits and Demerits) 

Lao Ts'an yu-chi (The Travels of Lao Ts'an) 3% MM IB 

Lien-hsiang pan (The Fragrance-Adoring Companion) .... 

Lien-hua-chi sui-pi 

Li-weng ch'uan-ch'i shih-chung (Li-weng's 

Ten ch'uan-ch'i Plays) 

Meng-hsiang chih (Monographs on Dreamlands) iMIR/lS 

Meng She yueh (Dream Society Contract) 

Nai-ho t'ien (What Can You Do?) 

Nan-ch'ien jih-chi (Nan-ch'ien Diary) 0 32 

Pao-p'u tzu 

Pao-yiin shih-chi (Collection of Poetry from Pao-yiin) . . 3L s=r vTJ ̂  

Pei-yu Chi (Journey to the North) 

Pi-mu yii (The Paired Soles) J£ g -ft 

Pu-fei-ch'ien kung-te li (Meritorious Deeds at No Cost) 

San-kuo yen-i (Romance of the Three Kingdoms) -

Shen-chung Lou (The Mirage Tower) 

Shen-luan-chiao (The Careful Couple) ff|~5C 

Shih-erh Lou (Twelve Towers) 

Shui-hu chuan (Water Margin) 7]< 

Ssu-yu chi (The Four Journeys) JZ33S2IS 

T'ai-shang Kan-ying P'ien (Treatise of the Most Exalted 

One on Moral Retribution) 

Wu-sheng-hsi (Drama Without Sound) 

Yii Sao-t'ou (The Jade Scratcher) .... 1 zEJiSf 
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