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An Re-examination of Myths about Ancestors’ Birth in the Dynasties of Xia, Shang and Zhou
Wang Qing

Abstract: In the Wei Shu, the records about the myth of Great Yu’s divine birth include some miraculous plots
such as conceiving by swallowing job’s tears or by seeing meteor passing by Pleiades. As for the birth of Great Yu,
there are different records such as being born by the incision on the back, the rib, the chest, or even the body. All of
them are actually a mystification of caesarean section. They were popular among the tribal groups who worshipped
Zhuan Xu as their ancestor. The plot of getting pregnant by divine connection with the Heaven appears repeatedly in
political mythologies, while the plot of being born through incision on the rib is inherited in religious mythologies.
There are two types of oviparous myths of the Shang people. One is getting pregnant by swallowing swallow’s eggs on a
high terrace, and the other is conceiving by swallowing eggs while taking a bath. Oviparous myths are prevalent among
the eastern ethnic groups, but the plot of being born by incision on the back as recorded in the Zigao is not present
there. This plot could be influenced by the trespass of the Xia myth. In Zigao, the ao sacrificed by Jiang Yuan should
be Zi’ao, or arnebia. In the medical books of the Song dynasty, Zi’ao is efficacious of protecting the fetus. Therefore,
we may speculate that Zi’ ao was considered as a booster of fertility in the pre-Qin thought. In the origin myths of the
dynasties of Xia, Shang, and Zhou, all the ancestors in the myth are pregnant after sightseeing or excursion. Therefore,
the plot of divine birth is not necessarily a reflection of the customs of the matrilineal society, where people only know
their mother but not their dad. Instead, this plot is a gloss-over of the custom of unscrupulous sex during the
mid-spring.

Key words: Zigao; myths about ancestors’ birth; Wei Shu
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