Monkey and the Journey Back to Paradise

BriaNn MOLOUGHNEY

Joy can be a second. To spin out
The guides to joy is to perform

Every operation in the book ...

The novel that lies at the heart of this paper, Xzyou ji B, or Journcy to the
West, is perhaps better known by the title Arthur Waley gave to his abridged and
much-loved translation, Monkey.? It was written in the 16" century, between the
two great periods of translation activity and inter-cultural exchange in Chinese his-
tory. Its origins lie in the period from the 3" to the 8" centuries when Buddhism,
and Indian culture more generally, exerted a powerful influence over the Chinese
worlds. Its popularity also meant that it was soon translated into other languages,
Japanese, but also Western languages, thus it was part of the tremendous inter-
cultural exchange that has been integral to Chinese modernity over the past few
centuries.’

The novel itself represents only one version of the multitude of stories surround-
ing what might be called the Monkey phenomenon. It is a quest narrative, with a
journey to the west at its heart. For most of Chinese history, the West has meant
not Europe and America but inner and southern Asia, which was the main route
for the transmission of Buddhism into China. The journey to the west that Lies
at the heart of the Monkey phenomenon is an imaginative response to the epic
adventure of a Buddhist pilgrim of the seventh century. The transformation of
that adventure into the journey of the novel was a gradual process, built as much
through oral performance as textual development. The Monkey phenomenon has
always been much greater than any one of its many manifestations. 1 begin this
essay with the journey that provided the impetus for all that was to follow, then
turn to the transformation of the journey into literature. The essay ends with some
reflections on the ways in which the Monkey phenomenon reflects Chinese ap-
proaches to paradise.

For Paradisc is in India,

and in Paradisc is the living fountain .. *

In the third year of the zhenguan 8#7 era, 629 in our modern calendar, a Bud-
dhist pilgrim left Chang’an, the capital of China, the largest and most cosmopolitan
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city in the world, and headed out into the wilderness, on a journey fo the west.
This pilgrim is now known by his Buddhist name, Xuanzang Z £ (602-664). He
crossed the great deserts of Inner Asia, the Gobi and dreaded Takla Makan, and
climbed the passes that traverse the Tianshan and the Hindu Kush, travelling on
down through Afghanistan and Pakistan into India. He lived there for many years,
studying at the famous Buddhist universiry, Nalanda, improving his command of
the scriptural languages, especially Sanskrit, and extending his understanding of
Buddhist philosophy.?

After 16 years Xuanzang returned to China (in Zhenguan 8% 19, 645), with
more than 650 Buddhist texts. The emperor had a special pagoda built to house the
texts, the White Goose Pagoda (which still stands in Xi'an today). He also funded
a massive translation project to see these scriptures transformed into Chinese texts.
XNuanzang spent the last 20 vears of his life at the head of this great translation
project. Some have called Xuanzang the ‘greatest Chinese Buddhist translator’
and his translation of the 600-chapter Mabaprajiiaparamita sutra KFERRS
% 4% is still considered the best-translated text in the whole of the 5,000 volume
Buddhist canon.®

Within a short time these endeavours were being transformed into printed form.
It has been suggested that Xuanzang himself was involved in the development
of printing in China, having images of the Bodhisattva Somanta Bhadra printed
from blocks onto paper. This print has not survived, so we cannot say if Xuanzang
did indeed help initiate the new technology, but printing was certainly develop-
ing in conjunction with these translations projects during 7% and 8" centuries and
many of Xuanzang’s translations were the first full texts to be printed. The oldest
surviving printed book in the world, the Vajracchedika prajiaparamita (£ BIREE K
BT Diamond Sutra), dates from 829. Thus, very soon after Xuanzang returned
from India, the scriptures he brought back were being translated into the world’s
first print culture, which was Chinese and Buddhist.”

Xuanzang’s expedition to gather scriptures quickly captured the Chinese im-
agination, and even before he died stories about his miraculous journey began to
circulate through monasteries and market places.” His exploits became folkrales,
part of a growing oral tradition that increasingly incorporated elements from Chi-
nese popular culture. Here the human world intersected with the world beyond, in
both its angelic and demonic manifestations. Gods, ancestors, ghosts and demons
all interacted with humans, particularly with those humans who ventured beyond
the bounds of normal civilised life. Xuanzang’s journey was absorbed into and
refashioned by this cultural matrix. It was perilous not just because of the natural
hazards that he had to negotiate, but also because of the demons and monsters who
tried to capture him and taste his flesh or semen — which, because of his purity,
was thought to confer immediate immortality.”
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Figure 1. Shangtu-xiawen text. Dinggic quanxiang Tang Sanzang xiyou xhuan
SRS BE =AY in Lucille Chia Printing For Profit: The Commercial

. Publishers of Jianyang, Fujian (11%-17"* Centuries) (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2002), 56, figure 10, a.

These stories were part of popular culture long before they assumed textual form,
and when they were first written down it seems they were in the form of prompt
books for storytellers. The textual history of this transformation in the representa-
tion of Xuanzang’s journey is far from certain, but it is clear that the stories took a
multitude of different forms before being shaped into the sixteenth-century novel
that we are most familiar with today. Many of them incorporate text and image, in
the ‘picture above, text below’ (shangru xiawen £BT3) format that was used first
for Buddhist texts during the Tang period (6™ - 9™ centuries; the time of Xuanzang).
As non-religious printing began to flourish from the 10" century onwards it was
used increasingly in works of popular literature aimed at readers with varying de-
grees of literacy." The Xuanzang stories continued to have a life independent of the
novel, even after it appeared, but increasingly the version of the stories sanctioned
in the novel shaped all others. Thus, increasingly people came to know Xuanzang
simply as one of the characters in the stories they heard in marketplaces or perhaps
encountered in printed form.

In these stories, and in the novel, Xvuanzang is transformed from a scholar-transla-
tor into an earnest but somewhat naive monk, riding his trusty dragon-horse, and
accompanied by the earthy and passionate Pigsy, the stoic Sandy and, of course,
mischievous Monkey. Due to the perils of the journey the pious Xuanzang needed
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the protection of these fellow scripture pilgrims, all of whom were gods entrusted
with the task of ensuring that he reached the Western Paradise (see Plate 12). In
particular, it was Monkey who protected Xuanzang, and, in doing so, it is he who
commands our attention, and our enthusiasm; ncreasingly Xuanzang's story had
become Monkey's story. !

This transition is clearly evident in Xiyou ji, the sixteenth-century novel. This
was one of the ‘Miraculous Four’ (sida gishy MKXFE), the four great novels that
appeared during the late Ming period which marked a substantive transformation
in the nature of the novel in Chinese literature. It is big book, 100 chapters — four
volumes and around 2,000 pages in the standard English-language translations. The
novel also marks a major transformation in the Monkey stories. New episodes were
introduced into the journey, and the development of existing episodes reached a new
level. The novel also interweaves poetry and prose; there are over 750 poems in the
novel. This novel also set the tone for subsequent representations of the Monkey
stories, whether in opera, in plays, or in the street corner storytelling that remained
the site for much Chinese literature down into the 20" century.™

Averil Mackenizie-Grieve captures very well the enthusiasm and excitement
generated by the Monkey stories in this depiction of a street-corner theatre which
she encountered in coastal south China, in Xiamen, in the 1920s.

The crowd was packed tight below the stage; sugar-canc sellers, hot dumpling
and bean-cake scliers, vendors of brilliant raspberry-pink and lime-green cordials
generously flecked with dead flies. The crowd was held like meat in brawn, by
a thick, cloying smell of sweat, frying and cheap tobacco; glazed over by the
brazen assault of the sun, of the cymbals, clappers, drums and clarionets [...] the
troupe was playing The Monkey King (part of all repertoires) to an appreciative
and cerrainly chiefly illiterate crowd, who, according to our Chinese companion,
never missed a point. [...] The audience had seen and heard it all before, they
condemned the same villains, applauded the same feather-decorated patriots,
laughed at the same buffoons, as generations of their ancestors had done. "

The Monkey stories also colonised other media. They seem especially well
suited to visual forms, to cartoons, film, television and the Internet. Heari ng and
seeing have always been as important as reading in the reception of these stories."
Thus, many people who know nothing of the sixteenth-century novel are familiar
with the Japanese television series, which has become a cult classic throughout the
world. And those who don't know the TV series may be fans of Dragon Ball Zee,
a cartoon series based on the Japanese TV version of Mon/ey (in particular, on the
character of Son Goku $F1EZ or Monkey). Thus, while the imprint of the novel on
this vast repertoire of Monkey stories was significant, thereby reinforcing the view
that print culture does indeed colonise new worlds, it is also the case that text was
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constantly shaped by spoken word and performance. There is no single, onginary
text behind all these manifestations of the Monkey stories. Indeed, the texts grow
out of an oral and visual tradition, and constantly interact with that tradition right
up to and beyond the great sixteenth-century novel which now stands at the heart
of the Monkey phenomenon.

In China, the stories are so familiar that they have become a form of extra-lin-
guistic coding, and thus have been used for all sorts of reasons, including political
propaganda. We can see this in an image from a picture book produced during the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, Monkey Subdies the White-Bone Demon (see
Plate 13). In a one-Party state, particularly in a highly politicized one as China was
during the Cultural Revolution, criticisms of the government had to be disguised.
The Monkey stories became a perfect vehicle for this, and both sides in the factional
conflict the led up to the Cultural Revolution produced their own versions of the
Monkey stories in order to convey their own messages. Mao Zedong claimed to be
a modern manifestation of Monkey, and the battles with the White Boned Demon
were meant to represent real-life battles with imperialists and capitalist-roaders. As
the Cultural Revolution advanced, however, and its lunacy became more apparent,
different readings were given to this story. Increasingly Monkey was seen to stand
not for Mao but for the Chinese people, and the White Bone Demon symbolized
not imperialism but Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife and member of the Gang of Four, those
blamed for the turmoil and anarchy that was the revolution.’

Monkey’s next manifestation will possibly be as mascot for the 2008 Olympics
Games to be held in Beijing, and no doubt Xuanzang and the other scripture pil-
grims will feature prominently along with Monkey in the dramatic depiction of the
glories of China that will dominate the opening ceremony for the games.’

The real is the atlas of fiction, over which all novelists thirst.
The real is contour, aspiration, tyrant.
The novel covers reality, runs away with it, and, as travelers

will vearn to dirty their geography, runs from i, too.}’

Some have made the connection between Journey to the West, between Monkey,
and other quest narratives like Pilgrims Progress. Perhaps a better comparison is the
story cycles beginning with The Odyssey, which were then developed through Virgil
(Aeneid), Dante (Commedia), James Joyce (Ulysses) and Derek Walcott (Omeros),
and then, most recently, transformed onto the screen in O Brother Where Art Thou?
Indeed, O Brother, with its collection of pilgrims (Ulysses Everett Grant, Delmer
O’Donnell and Pete Hogwort), its comic episodes and its hints towards a greater
purpose perhaps comes closest to giving an impression of the appeal of Monkey toa
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Chinese audience. The Klu Klux Klan scene in O Brother, which is a cross between
Snow White and the Seven Dwarves and a Gang Show, with a touch of martial
arts thrown in, reflects the humorous approach to more menacing and serious issues
that we find in many of the episodes that make up the Journey to the West.

The attraction of the Monkey stories lies not just in the universal appeal of the
quest narrative. The stories, and their central characters, all of whom are a mix of
the human, the animal and the divine, also help us reflect on what it is that makes
us human. As Felip Fernindez-Armesto suggests in his recent book So You Think
You're Human?:

Many of our favourite stories are anthropomorphic [...] The satires of Aris-
tophancs would not bite so deeply into the foibles of humans if they were not
disguiscd as birds or frogs. In children’s stories, personality traits which would
seem shallow and uninteresting in human characters gain charm from animal
guises. The muppets would not be half so amusing if they were presented as
humans, rather than as fluffy pigs and cuddly bears [...] Our imaginations blur
and traverse the frontier between humans and other animals. "

There is, of course, a paradox here, and Ferniandez-Armesto spends much of
his book exploring the ways in which we have, for very good reasons, policed the
frontier between the animal and the human. The transformation of the story of
Xuanzang’s journey to the west into a quest narrative, with Paradise at its end and
with a Monkey at its heart, reflects the way Chinese also have used animals in order
to explore what it means to be human.

Translation is at the very heart of all the various manifestations of the Monkey
phenomenon. All involve translation: from one language to another, from one
cultural context to another, from one genre to another. And, of course, the journey
stories have their origins in translation. It was the original pretext for Xuanzang's
journey and it has motivated all those who wished to bring the stories to new au-
diences. What, then, does the Monkey phenomenon tell us about the nature and
significance of translation? Much of the most interesting recent scholarship in
this area is about translation in the context of modernity, particularly with regard
to Christianity and colonialism. Some of this is highly polemical, but the best is
extremely rich and stimulating, such as Vicente L. Rafael’s work on translation and
conversion in Tagalog society under early Spanish rule, Saurabh Dube’s similar
work on translation and Christian conversion in colonial India, and Naoki Sakai's
more theoretical discussion of the relationship between translation, nationalism
and modernity.?

Is the nature of translation completely different in a non-colonial situation, as
was the case with the translation of the Sanskrit Buddhist literature into Chinese,
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the work Xuanzang was so closely involved with? It is certainly true that Bud-
dhism totally transformed the Chinese world, from the fundamentals of material
culture (as with printing) right through to the development of new critical regis-
ters in philosophy and politics, and in the expansion of the Chinese imagination.
Translation was at the heart of these transformations. But do we view these things
more positively because they were conducred in a non-colonial environment? Not
all Chinese at the time did — many saw them as a eroding the fabric of ‘Chinese-
ness’ — but looking back from this distance the overall impression we have is of
an enormous enrichment of Chinese life.

Here is too narrow and brief:
equality and justice, to be real,
require the tmeless. It argues

afterlife even to name them. ™

One of the most impressive contributions Buddhism made to the expansion of
the Chinese imagination was in introducing new conceptions of paradise. This is a
dominant feature of Journey to the West, and the Monkey stories more broadly, and
we sce this operating in at least two distinct ways.

Firstly, there is the paradise thatis at the heart of the quest for Xuanzang, Mon-
key and their fellow scripture pilgrims. The historical Xuanzang was a devotee of
vijianavada (or weishi MEsH), 2 highly esoteric and deeply philosophical school, and
he concentrated his translation energies on the texts associated with this school.
Support for weishiin China did notlast long following Xuanzang’s death, however,
and it was the much more popular forms of the religion that became integrated
into the Monkey stories.” The bodhisattvas that figure most in Xiyou ji are Aval-
okitesvara (Guanyin %) and Amitabha (Emizuofe FIFEFE), both enormously
popular with the non-literati.” Amitabha is the bodhisattva who resides in the
Pure Land (Jingru % 1), the Western Paradise where devotees believe they will go
after death. Avalokitesvara, literally ‘the one who hears the sound of pravers’, is
also closely associated with the Western Paradise.

Buddhist soteriology and numerelogy shape the narrative structure of the novel,
and it is the Western Paradise of the Pure Land that is the goal of the scripture
pilgrims.* It1s here, also, that we can see the intersection of Buddhism and Daoism.
The Daoist deity, the Queen Mother of the West (X7 wang mu B E8), was closely
associated in Chinese cosmology with autumn, death, the afterlife and paradise.”
Hence, of all the Buddhas and bodhisattvas that were introduced to China, 1t was
those associated with the Western Paradise, Avalokitesvara and Amitabha, who
came to have the greatest appeal.
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For the scripture pilgrims their ascent to this paradise is a return. All have been
exiled for transgressions, and all must work their way back. The karmic unfolding
of that return links the pilgrims to the gods and demons with whom they interact
and it structures the episodes in their journey. And it is this paradise that was up-
permost in the mind of the author of the sixteenth-century novel. He ends the
novel, as a devotee would invoke a bodhisattva:

1 dedicate this work to the glory of Buddha's Pure Land. May it repay the kindness
of patron and preceptor, may it mitigate the sufferings of the lost and damned.
May all who read it or hear it ind their hearts turned towards Truth, and in the
end be born again in The Realms of Utter Bliss, and by their common interces-
sion requite me for the ardours of my task.*

One problem with this Western Paradise, however, was that you had to pass
through death in order to have any hope of getting there, and for some that was
too great a price to pay. They wanted their paradise to be here on earth, and, again,
we find Journey to the West, and Monkey in particular, providing the resources to
envisage such an earthly paradise. Here again we see the intersection of Buddhism
and Daoism. Buddhist eschatology was not strongly millennial when it first reached
China. It was the fusion with Daoism that saw the development of a Buddhist
apocalyptic: the notion of the imminent end of the world and the intercession of a
saviour who would deliver paradise to the pious and devout. There was always an
increase in support for this messianic strand in sectarian Buddhism during times
of social and political chaos.?”

This strand of messianic Buddhism also often intersected with another perma-
nent feature of Chinese popular religion, spirit possession (pingfir &), which was
itself usually occasioned by a crisis in social relations. Spirit possession involved the
calling down of a god, a ghost or an ancestor to inhabit an individual. But while
an individual would invoke possession that action was fundamentally a social ex-
perience, a role assumed in public and for the benefit of the community of which
the inhabited person was a member. The gods that were most often called upon
in times of crisis were those from popular culture, from vernacular literature and
street theatre, gods such as Monkey. One of Monkey’s manifestations was as the
Great Sage Equal to Heaven (Qitian dasheng R KE), as he is in this depiction of
spirit possession (in 1950s Singapore).”

Monkey was one of the gods most often called on in times of crisis to come and
transform the world. This is clear from what we know of the popular uprisings of late
imperial China, particularly the White Lotus uprisings, but also from the testimony
that survives from the social upheavals generated by the impact of imperialism m
China, such as the Boxer Uprising of 1900. This uprising saw large numbers of
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Figure 2. Spirit Possession. Alan ]. A. Elliotr Chinese Spirit-
Medium Cults in Singapore (London: Londen School of
Economics, 1955), plate VI, b.

Chinese peasants flood into Peking and lay siege to the foreign legation quarter, an
incident reported all around the world and which seemed to many Westerners to
confirm the uncivilized nature of the Chinese world.?’ The uprising began in the
north China countryside. Drought and then flooding had pushed peasants from
their farms into vagrancy, and in seeking explanations for why Heaven had treated
them in such a way they turned to the new presence in their midst, the foreign
missionaries, in particular, a rather aggressive German Catholic order called The
Society of the Divine Word. People came to believe that the only way to restore
the natural order was by eradicating this foreign presence.

But the missionaries and their supporters had machine-guns. To confront them
special powers were needed, and only gods had the powers that might protect people
from such force. Monkey was one of those gods called upon by the Spirit-Box-
ers for this task. What they sought from Monkey was not only divine relief from
the current distress, but also the creation of a new world on the other side of that
distress, a paradise in which there were no more demons, Western or Chinese, and
where the harvests were always bountiful.

To the missionaries spirit possession and the promise of paradise were simply
evidence of the very heathenism that they wanted to eradicate. Each group came
to see the other as the cause of their distress and conflict inevitably followed. After
some initial success for the Boxers, mission and imperialism won out. Political
and religious authorities in China had always been opposed to heterodox religious
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activity of the kind the Boxers represented, but this time the challenge was felt not
only by Chinese authorities. The Boxers came hard up against the forces of Western
imperialism. The consequences were harsh. Many of their leaders, the very ones
who had claimed Monkey as saviour, the Great Sage who would deliver paradise,
were decapitated. Paradise can take many forms, some of which are political and
highly dangerous, and, like the Spirit-Boxers, those who try to create itin this world
usually invoke the wrath of authorities.

But for most people who read the novel or who participate in some way in the
Monkey phenomenon, it is the less utopian aspects of it that are of greater impor-
tance. Rather than these totalistic and timeless visions of Paradise, it 1s the more
mundane and temporal notions we might associate with paradise, happiness and joy,
that are of most significance. And it is the pleasure people get from these stories of
Monkey and the spirit pilgrims that accounts for their continuing appeal.

Victoria University of Wellington, New Zcaland
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