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How do the Sanwu Liji and Wuyun Linianji versions of the Pangu myth represent different approaches to understanding cosmic origins in Chinese philosophy?
Introduction
Creation myths serve as foundational narratives that reflect societies' understanding of existence, morality, and cosmic order. While traditionally viewed through either sacred or superstitious lenses, contemporary scholarship recognises their complex role in expressing cultural worldviews and social structures (Lewis, 2009).
Chinese cosmogony is quite unique in mythological studies, particularly in its departure from Western creation narratives. Unlike Judeo-Christian traditions that posit an external creator deity, Chinese mythology emphasises cyclical transformation and natural order. This perspective aligns with philosophical concepts like the Dao, which envisions creation as an ongoing process rather than a singular event. The Chinese approach contrasts with common Indo-European creation narratives, which often feature divine conflict as central to cosmic ordering (Lincoln, 1975). Examples include the Babylonian Enuma Elish and Greek succession myths, where creation emerges through divine struggle. 
The challenge in studying Chinese creation myths lies in their fragmented nature. Time, political changes, and particularly Confucian scholars' preference for rational explanation over mystical tales have left us with pieces rather than the whole picture (Danilova, 2024). These factors have led some scholars to question whether China possessed a comprehensive creation mythology, with the Pangu myth representing a notable exception (Goldin, 2008).
Notably, the Pangu creation myth represents a complex synthesis of Chinese philosophical traditions, foreign influences, and evolving cultural values that shaped China's understanding of cosmic origins (Girardot, 1976; Xiaodong, 2001). Through its two principal versions—the Sanwu Liji and Wuyun Linianji—the myth illuminates how ancient Chinese society conceptualised the relationship between humanity, nature, and divine forces. This essay examines the two different narratives of the Pangu myth, analysing his distinct presentations while exploring their significance in Chinese cosmological thought.
This essay begins by examining the historical context and scholarly debates surrounding Pangu's origins. It then provides a detailed exploration of the two primary textual sources: the Sanwu Liji, which presents Pangu as a cosmic giant who separates heaven and earth, and the Wuyun Linianji, which depicts him as the archetype of a dying god whose body transforms into elements of the natural world (Yu, 1981). Through analysing these two versions and their philosophical underpinnings, we can better understand how ancient Chinese thought grappled with questions of cosmic origins, divine agency, and the relationship between humanity and the natural world (Lewis, 2009).
Historical Context and Sources
The figure of Pangu presents a fascinating case study of the evolution and transmission of creation mythology. It is challenging to examine his story through a single narrative, as numerous versions of his myth have survived over time. Most accounts of Pangu and his role in creation date back to the Three Kingdoms period (220–280 CE) and include themes found in creation myths from other parts of the world, such as the concepts of separation and transformation (Xiaodong, 2001). Historically, the Pangu story has been considered the only identifiable Chinese creation myth, drawing extensive scholarly comparisons with Near Eastern cosmogonies. 
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Figure 1. Portrait of Pangu from the Sancai Tuhui (Source: https://www.alamy.com/a-portrait-of-wpangu-from-wsancai-tuhui-circa-1607-wang-qi-1529-1612-466-pangu-image188297426.html)
The relatively late documentation of Pangu’s myth has sparked considerable debate regarding its place in Chinese cosmogony. Some scholars argue that the myth’s delayed emergence suggests it may have been influenced by foreign traditions, raising doubts about its authenticity as a purely native narrative (Girardot, 1976). Despite this controversy, the Pangu myth has permeated Chinese culture, appearing in children’s literature and being preserved by various ethnic minorities. Over time, diverse versions of the myth have developed, often blending elements from the two primary versions (Yang and An, 2005).
Throughout history, Pangu has been recognised as a creator figure in both mythology and folklore, though his role is often passive rather than active (Xiaodong, 2011). His primary narrative focuses on his emergence from the cosmic egg and the subsequent transformation of his body into myriad things. Pangu is typically depicted as a human rather than a divine being, reflecting Confucian influences that prioritise natural processes over divine intervention (Danilova, 2024). This perspective aligns with the Huainanzi (139 BC), where the separation of heaven and earth is attributed to the spontaneous interaction of opposing elements rather than an intentional act of creation (Birrell, 1999; Major, 1993). In this context, Pangu functions as an observer and participant in the creative process, embodying Daoist principles of harmony and coexistence with chaos (Danilova, 2024).
Scholars have also linked the Pangu myth to the concept of the Three Sovereigns, symbolic figures representing heaven, earth, and humanity (Kósa, 2009). Pangu’s connection to the separation of heaven and earth positions him as an etiological symbol of humanity’s ability to mediate between these opposing forces (Xiaodong, 2011). This interpretation reflects Confucian ideology, which prioritises humanity’s role in maintaining balance over the act of creation itself. Some theorists suggest that the Pangu myth was later revised to align with Confucian ideals, explaining why he was not explicitly identified as a creator deity until the Three Kingdoms period (Girardot, 1976). Conversely, it is also plausible that the Three Sovereigns were later integrated into Pangu’s narrative to enhance its symbolic significance.
Early scholarship on Pangu tended to focus on the initial emergence of his name in connection with creation myths, often overlooking earlier narrative types. It is likely that his myth incorporated both native traditions and external influences. For instance, elements of the Pangu myth resemble themes found in Daoist texts like the Huainanzi and the Tianwen, indicating that its authors were familiar with earlier Daoist creation accounts (Birrell, 1994).
The two main accounts of Pangu are recorded in the Sanwu Liji and the Wuyun Linianji, both attributed to Xu Zheng, a Daoist scholar and minister from the state of Wu in the south of China during the Three Kingdoms period (Jao, 2022). This turbulent era, marked by political chaos and infighting, influenced the narrative style and focus of these texts (Psarras, 1993; Xiaodong, 2001). Although Zheng’s original works have been lost, they survive as fragments in later compilations. His depiction of Pangu has become the most widely accepted version of the creation myth, blending earlier traditions such as the Hundun myth, the emergence of yin and yang, and the natural expansion described in the Huainanzi (Birrell, 1999). 
The debate surrounding the origins of Pangu’s myth intensified in the late twentieth century. While many scholars concluded it was influenced by foreign sources, no consensus emerged regarding the extent of this influence. Some proposed thematic parallels with the Near East, while others speculated connections to Tibetan tribes or Indian mythology (Lincoln, 1975; Václav, 2021). Notably, archaeological evidence from the Han dynasty, including a temple dedicated to Pangu, complicates these theories, as it suggests that Pangu’s story may have predated foreign contact (Jao, 2022; Yang and An, 2005). Additionally, similarities between Pangu’s myth and those of the Miao people indicate possible native origins (Xiaodong, 2001).
Despite the undeniable presence of foreign elements in the Pangu myth, its integration into nearly every ethnic group across China underscores its cultural significance. Modern scholarship has shifted focus to the migration of oral traditions, emphasising how Pangu’s narrative became an amalgamation of local and external influences by the time it was transcribed (Kósa, 2009).
Another intriguing hypothesis about the Pangu myths concerns the relationship between the Sanwu Liji and the Wuyun Linianji. Some scholars argue these texts could represent two halves of a single, unified story, encompassing the creation of the cosmos and the myriad things (Jaeseo, 2011). While this idea is appealing, stylistic and thematic differences between the texts complicate its plausibility (Kósa, 2009). Nonetheless, these narratives have often been combined, illustrating the adaptability and enduring relevance of the Pangu myth. This reflects the dynamic nature of mythology, where stories adapt and evolve to meet the changing needs of their audience, ensuring their place in the cultural imagination for generations to come.
Sanwu Liji
The following is the Pangu myth found in the Sanwu Liji:
The heaven and the earth were as muddled as the content of an egg,
and Pangu was born between them. Eighteen thousand years had passed
until the heaven and the earth were divided. The clearer and lighter yang
became the heaven while the more turbid and heavier yin became the
earth. Pangu stood between the heaven and the earth, transforming his
shape nine times a day, making himself as the god in the sky and the
sage on the earth. Each day heaven rose ten feet higher, the earth grew
ten feet thicker, and Pangu grew ten feet taller. This situation lasted for
another eighteen thousand years. By then heaven was extremely high,
the earth was extremely low, and Pangu was extremely tall 
(Jaeseo, 2011, p. 102, citing Ouyang 34, Li 89).

The Sanwu Liji provides one of the earliest accounts of Pangu’s creation myth, presenting a relatively straightforward narrative of the world's formation through separation. This version addresses the cosmic creation at a universal level, focusing on the emergence of heaven and earth through the interaction of yin and yang, culminating in the establishment of the Three Sovereigns. A fragment of this account was preserved in the Tang dynasty encyclopedic work Yiwen Leiju (Collection of Literature Arranged by Categories), compiled by Ouyang Xun (557–641 CE), a prominent Confucian scholar, calligrapher, and court official (McNair, 1995). This compilation reflects the philosophical and religious currents of the period, incorporating elements of Daoism and Buddhism alongside Confucian ethics. The narrative’s reliance on earlier Daoist creation stories is particularly evident (Xiaodong, 2001).
[bookmark: _Hlk187225517]The Sanwu Liji version aligns structurally with the concept of Hundun or chaos, which is a recurring theme in texts such as Tianwen and Huainanzi (Girardot, 1976). Scholars have noted significant parallels, suggesting that while the Wuyun Linianji could be a direct literary descendant of Chapters 3 and 7 of the Huainanzi, the Sanwu Liji has undergone minimal modifications (Xiaodong, 2001). For instance, its opening line explicitly references Hundun: ‘Heaven and earth were in chaos like a chicken’s egg, and P’an Ku was born in the middle of it’ (Birrell, 1999, p. 32). 
The idea of the cosmic egg is a theme that surfaces in numerous ancient traditions, including the Rig Veda. In addition to the tale of Indra’s battle with Vrtra, the Rig Veda speaks of a primordial egg, born from the watery depths—whether by chance or through divine intervention—out of which the first being came into existence. What’s particularly fascinating is how the Rig Veda portrays creation as a collaborative act between the Devas and Asuras, embodying the eternal balance of opposites, such as day and night (Kuiper, 1970). 
Notably, the egg imagery in the Sanwu Liji closely mirrors Hundun’s representation of being like a sac and without features, linking the narrative to the story of Emperor Hundun found in the Zhuangzi (369–286 BC; Lihui and Démíng, 2011). In this text, Hundun is the emperor of the central region who is featureless and has no openings. His friends, the emperors of the south and north regions, decide to give him openings, but their well-intentioned actions lead to his death (Danilova, 2024).
Similar to Hundun, who is the emperor of the central part of the world, Pangu’s birth within chaos positions him as a central pillar that supports the cosmos as it takes shape. Apart from linking this narrative to Daoist concepts of creation, it also perpetuates the motif of the dying god, who dies in order for the universe to be formed, and later with Pangu, who emerges from the egg to organise and differentiate matter. However, the imagery of the egg seems to have undergone a process of demythologisation, as, over time, the use of this imagery diminished, likely influenced by shifts in cultural and philosophical values, including a move toward Confucian humanism, which emphasised humanity’s role over speculative metaphysical origins (Girardot, 1976).
Some scholars, such as Kósa (2009), have explored the evolution of Pangu’s myth within Buddhist contexts. Kósa’s analysis of the Taisho Shinshu Daizokyo reveals a reworked version of Pangu’s story that integrates elements from multiple traditions. This version appears in the Commentary on The Flower Garland Sūtra, where the narrative begins with nearly identical wording to the Sanwu Liji account but omits the egg imagery. The omission suggests a deliberate depersonalisation of Hundun, shifting focus to natural processes of creation consistent with the changing socio-philosophical climate (Kósa, 2009).
Earlier research often downplayed the connection between Pangu and Hundun, influenced by a Western inclination to identify external creative forces within early Daoist traditions (Girardot, 1976). Some modern interpretations, however, propose connections between the Pangu myth and the theory of abiogenesis, which posits the spontaneous formation of life from non-living matter (Jaeseo, 2011). This perspective aligns with descriptions in the Sanwu Liji, where heaven and earth emerge through the spontaneous interaction of yin and yang over thousands of years, eschewing external intervention or a conflict-driven cosmogony.
Pangu’s growth in the myth introduces another layer of complexity. The narrative describes a gradual expansion: ‘Each day the heavens rose ten feet higher, each day the earth grew ten feet thicker, and each day P’an Ku grew ten feet taller’ (Birrell, 1999, p. 32). This process continued for 18,000 years until the cosmos reached its final form. Interpretations vary—some suggest Pangu’s growth was restricted by the heavens, whereas others posit that his expansion actively pushed the boundaries of the cosmos, reinforcing his role as a central pillar supporting heaven and earth (Figure 2). Both interpretations emphasise the harmony inherent in the Daoist balance between yin and yang, as opposed to conflict or external forces (Jaeseo, 2011).
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Figure 2. Illustration of Pangu separating the heaven and earth (Source: https://46bazar.com/html/shuku/chinese-mythology/001-pangu-the-creator-of-world/)

Although the Pangu myth diverges from Indo-European accounts by avoiding primal conflict, it shares thematic similarities with Hesiod’s theogony. Hesiod describes creation as a cooperative interaction between anthropomorphic gendered forces, where male and female deities participate equally in forming the world (Scully, 2016). Similarly, Pangu’s myth relies on the interplay of polarised forces—yin and yang—which must separate to facilitate creation. 
The Sanwu Liji also details transformations that Pangu undergoes before heaven and earth separate. The text mentions nine changes over one day, elevating Pangu to ‘becoming more divine than Heaven and wiser than earth’ (Birrell, 1999, p. 32). The use of the number nine, a significant figure in Daoist cosmology, underscores Pangu’s pivotal role in bridging heaven and earth. This progression of numbers, culminating in nine, mirrors Daoist principles of categorisation and balance, which was used as a framework for understanding the natural world (Yu, 1981).
Despite its symbolic richness, the late emergence of the Pangu myth has led scholars to question its authenticity within the Chinese cosmogonic tradition. Nonetheless, the Sanwu Liji presents an etiological account that explains the physical world’s formation, the interplay of yin and yang, and humanity’s mediating role within the cosmic order.
Wuyun Linianji
The following is the Pangu myth found in the Wuyun Linianji:

The primeval cosmos was in chaos and everything was just beginning.
Then the heaven and the earth were divided and the universe was created.
Yin and yang were generated as a result; yuan qi was allocated;
zhonghe was nurtured and a human being appeared. Pangu was the first
human in the world and he transformed his body when he was dying.
His breath became the wind and the cloud; his voices became the thunder;
his head, arms and legs became the four poles and five mountains;
his blood became the rivers; his tendons and vessels became landforms;
his muscles became the earth in fields; his hair and beards became
celestial bodies; his skin became grasses and woods; his teeth and bones
became metals and stones; his marrow became the pearls and jade; his
sweat became the rain; the parasites on his body were inspired by the
wind and became the multitude (Jaeseo, 2011, p. 102, citing Dong 167, Ma 20).

The second major account of Pangu’s myth originates from the now-lost third-century text Wuyun Linianji and exemplifies the archetype of corpse transformation. This version, though less prominent than the earlier narrative, delves into the creation of the universe and the formation of all earthly elements through the sacrifice of Pangu’s body. The theme of the dying god frequently appears in conjunction with creation conflicts in global mythology, as seen in the Enuma Elish. According to it, Marduk slayed the primal goddess Tiamat, who symbolised chaos. He divided her halved body to separate the heaven and the earth; thus, Tiamat’s death ultimately signified a transition from chaos to order (Jaeseo, 2011). However, unlike other mythologies that emphasise violent cosmic battles, Chinese creation myths, including this version of Pangu, largely move away from such motifs.
Early parallels to this myth can be observed in the story of Hundun, where Hundun’s inadvertent death initiates cosmic transformation. By the time this archetype was integrated into the Pangu narrative, the notion of manslaughter had been replaced with that of a natural death. This transition reflects a philosophical evolution, as the universe is depicted as reaching its final, balanced state only through the dissolution of Pangu’s body. The opening passage encapsulates this idea: ‘When the first born, P’an Ku, was approaching death, his body was transformed’ (Birrell, p. 190). Interpreted neutrally, this statement conveys the narrative’s central premise—that Pangu’s body becomes the natural characteristics of the world.
Scholarly interpretations of this line vary significantly. Kósa’s translation, ‘he transformed his body’, implies Pangu’s active participation in the creation process, aligning with his later portrayal as a deity in specific cults. In contrast, Birrell’s passive phrasing, ‘his body was transformed’, emphasises the organic nature of the transformation, resonating with Daoist perspectives of harmony and spontaneity. This passive interpretation reflects Daoist concepts, as it portrays Pangu’s transformation as governed by natural laws rather than divine will, akin to themes found in the Huainanzi and the Tianwen (Girardot, 1976).
Central to Pangu’s transformation is the ancient idea of the human body as a microcosm of the universe (Simkins, 2014). This perspective is evident in the text’s depiction of his body parts becoming cosmic elements: ‘His breath became the wind and clouds; his voice became peals of thunder. His left eye became the sun; his right eye became the moon’ (Birrell, 1999, pp. 190-191). This symbolic correspondence aligns bodily functions with natural phenomena, a common motif in Chinese mythology. For instance, the roundness of Pangu’s head symbolises the heavens, while his facial features are associated with celestial bodies like stars, the sun, and the moon.
The narrative continues with a systematic transformation of Pangu’s body into various elements of the natural world. This comprehensive mapping of the microcosm onto the macrocosm reinforces the Daoist notion of interconnectedness, presenting Pangu as both creator and creation. Such representations reflect broader Daoist and Chinese cosmological beliefs that the human body mirrors the universe (Danilova, 2024). For example, Daoist philosophy often correlates the body’s structure to a nation or the cosmos. The Zhuangzi conceptualises humanity and the heavens as one unified entity, differing only in scale (Schipper, 2001). Within this framework, bodily components such as blood, muscle, and bones are metaphorically aligned with rivers, land, and structural foundations, emphasising the intrinsic harmony between humanity and nature.
Further insight into Chinese creation myths is found in the Huainanzi, where humanity’s formation is attributed to pure vapour, distinguishing humans from other life forms created from cloudy vapour (Birrell, 1999). Unlike many creation myths in other traditions, humans in the Chinese context are not depicted as subservient to deities but as stewards of creation entrusted with maintaining the balance of the universe. This contrasts with Western traditions, where humanity is often created to serve gods or as an extension of divine will.
Interestingly, the Wuyun Linianji deviates from the earlier high regard for humanity. In its closing lines, humans are described as emerging from the mites on Pangu’s body, transformed by the wind into ‘the black-haired people’ (Birrell, 1999). This portrayal introduces a more critical view of humanity, likening humans to parasites that exploit the earth. Such a depiction reflects shifting philosophical attitudes toward humanity’s morality and role in the natural order (Jaeseo, 2011).
Despite this critical perspective, the microcosmic analogy between Pangu’s body and the universe allows for alternative interpretations. For instance, while humans are described as originating from Pangu’s body, they are also positioned as natural inhabitants of the earth, harmonising with Daoist principles of spontaneous creation. This view aligns with earlier myths that emphasise humanity’s intrinsic connection to and responsibility for maintaining cosmic balance.
In the broader context of Chinese mythology, creation narratives like Pangu’s are often employed for political and philosophical purposes rather than religious doctrine. Pangu’s story epitomises the perfection of natural cycles, symbolising the balance of yin and yang. Unlike mythological traditions where the forces of chaos are violently subdued, Pangu’s death is portrayed as peaceful, his transformation ensuring the universe’s equilibrium. The narrative underscores the idea that every element in the cosmos has a designated role, reinforcing the necessity of adhering to this natural order for the universe’s continued harmony.
Differences Between the Sanwu Liji and Wuyun Linianji
The Sanwu Liji account of the Pangu myth carries a distinctly human-centric perspective. Like the Dao in earlier Daoist traditions, Pangu is portrayed as the firstborn of creation, not as a commanding deity but as a passive observer of the processes unfolding around him. While mythologically framed as a semi-divine cosmic giant, Confucian ideals gradually reshaped his image into that of the first human being. This reinterpretation elevates humanity's role in the cosmic narrative, placing humans at the centre of the universe’s unfolding story. Pangu’s presence at the dawn of creation emphasises the pivotal importance of humankind, suggesting that humanity was not merely the final piece in a divine plan but a critical force that bridges heaven and earth. As such, Pangu becomes a powerful symbol of human resilience and responsibility, embodying the role of a mediator and guardian of universal balance.
In contrast, the Wuyun Linianji presents a different facet of Pangu’s myth, one reminiscent of the archetype of the dying god, deeply intertwined with the concept of Hundun. Emerging later than other Chinese creation myths, this version reflects a rich tapestry of both native and external influences, shaped over time to align with philosophical values. In Hundun’s narrative, the god dies inadvertently at the hands of his friends, yet unlike myths of rebellion or lust for power common in other mythologies worldwide, the narrative carries no undertones of conflict. The Pangu myth goes a step further, portraying his death as a peaceful and natural conclusion to a long life. There are no enemies or grand battles—only the quiet inevitability of transformation, as if even in his demise, Pangu was harmonising with the rhythms of the cosmos.
Political Implications of the Pangu Versions
The divergent portrayals of Pangu in the Sanwu Liji and Wuyun Linianji reflect the political climate of the Three Kingdoms period and subsequent dynasties. The Sanwu Liji's depiction of Pangu as a cosmic separator aligns with Confucian political ideology, where rulers were seen as mediators between heaven and earth (Taylor, 1997). This version legitimised the emperor's role as the ‘Son of Heaven’, suggesting that just as Pangu maintained cosmic order, the emperor maintained social order (Chen, 2002; Yu, 1981).
Alternatively, Wuyun Linianji's portrayal of Pangu's sacrificial transformation resonated with Daoist political philosophy, which emphasised the natural flow of power and authority (Major, 1993). This version suggests leadership should be self-sacrificing and naturally integrated within cosmic processes rather than imposed through force. The transformation of Pangu's body into natural elements metaphorically represents how political power should be distributed organically throughout society (Leontovich, 2015; Sivin, 1995).
Local variations of the myth often reflected regional political tensions, particularly in southern China, where the Wuyun Linianji version originated (Xiaodong, 2001). These adaptations sometimes challenged central authority by emphasising local interpretations of cosmic order and legitimate rule.
Conclusion
The Pangu myths reflect deeply on the interconnectedness of existence, reinforcing the idea that every element in the universe has a purpose and must act according to its nature. This cosmic truth is beautifully conveyed through the imagery of Pangu’s body as a microcosm of the universe: his breath becomes the wind, his eyes transform into the sun and moon, and his limbs turn into the mountains. Each part of him finds its place in the world, just as each feature of the natural order performs its role in maintaining balance. The parallels between human composition and the workings of the cosmos remind readers of their own place within this grand design—not as spectators but as participants who carry the weight of preserving harmony. It is no wonder Pangu came to be revered as a creative force. His narrative resonates with a deeply human longing to understand and connect with the world, offering both a sense of wonder and a call to responsibility.
The Pangu creation myth exemplifies the dynamic nature of Chinese cosmological thought, demonstrating how ancient societies grappled with questions of cosmic origins through narrative. The myth's evolution from its earliest recorded versions to later interpretations reflects broader cultural and philosophical developments in Chinese society and endures as a testament to the ingenuity and adaptability of ancient storytelling. Whether viewed as a cosmic giant or a dying god, Pangu's story continues to resonate with fundamental questions about humanity's place in the cosmos and our interaction with the natural world. As academics continue to uncover new layers of meaning in these ancient narratives, the Pangu myth remains a crucial lens for understanding how different societies conceptualise creation, transformation, and the delicate balance between order and chaos.
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