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The Legend of the Statue of the Dark God Cast

in the Image of the Yung-lo Emperor
Chan Hok-lam
Department of History
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Abstract

Since the seventeenth century, there flourished a popular Chinese legend
claiming that the statue of the Dark God Chen-wu (i.e. Hsuan-wu), which was
housed in a Taoist shrine built on order of the Ming emperor Yung-lo in Mt. Wu-
tang, Hupei, was cast in the image of the Emperor himself. The Dark God, a
celestial deity of the north known as an exorcist of the evils of fire and water since
the Han dynasty, became a prominent Taoist divinity in later centuries and was
worshipped by both the imperial rulers and the common people. It'was particularly
revered by the Yung-lo Emperor because the deity was thought to have assisted the
emperor, when he was the'Prince of Yen, in his usturpation of the throne of his
nephew the Chien-wen Emperor. The emperor personally composed two epitaphs
expressing gratitude to the Dark God and this provides the inception of the legend. A
later popular tradition claims that at the start of the campaign of usurpation, the
Dark God emerged leading the celestial soldiers to assist, and the emperor seeing this,
tousled his hair and brandished his sword mimicking the Dark God, commanding
his soldiers to join force. This latest twist reinforces the fictive relationship between
the Emperor and the Deity, but the story of the statue of the Dark God bearing the
features of the Yung-lo Emperor could be traced to yet another popluar legend. It
was about the ingenious Yiian sculptor Liu Yiian of Ta-tu (Peking) who is said to
have been capable of making statues of divinity with extraordinary vivid human
features, and stories of his miraculous skills could have been blended with those of
the Yung-lo Emperor and the Dark God in the course of transmission. A prototype
of the story of the statue of the Dark God cast in the image of the Yung-lo Emperor
first appears in the seventeenth century novel Pei-fang Chen-wu tsu-shih Hsiian-
t'ien shang-ti ch’u-shen chih-chuan, and it undoubtedly provides the basis for de-
veloping into a full-blown popular legend with additional imaginative embroidery
in later times.

Key words: Dark God (Chen-wu) & &jjil Yung-lo Emperor 7K 445
Hsuan-Wu X, Mt Wu-tang &% 1L Liu Yiian %70

* The Chinese text of this article appears on page —to = . o




