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Does King Mu of Zhou Want to Fulfill his
Wishes? — Examining Medieval Writings
of The Investigative Expedition and
Metaphorical Allegory in Mu Tianzi zhuan

Liu Yuanju
Research Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy,
Academia Sinica

Abstract

This article uses narrative characteristics of heroic myths in order to re-interpret Mu
Tianzi zhuan (# = + &) — the work which thoroughly describes the events of the
investigative expeditions of King Mu of Zhou (% #% 2 ). Its status as a historical text or as
a biography, constructed out of narratives, which includes the later interpolations of
imagined myths, is disputed; but regardless of this, this text’s personalized narration
allows the unique qualities of distant-land investigative expeditions to be interpreted
anew in different narrative modes, forms distinctive analogies and classical allusions, and
elaborates on the metaphorical use of archetype characters: its cultural value and meaning
far exceeding the reality of history. Based on these main discursive points, this article will
draw broadly on historical evidence to analyze that image of King Mu of Zhou, which
most closely corresponds to the historical reality of his time. It will then select two major
episodes which construct the narrative of the investigative expeditions — the
remonstration of Jigong Moufu (%f = 3 < ) and the breaking of it to proceed to expedition
to far-off places, the guidance and direction of the House of Hezong (i= % =), the imperial
carriage of Zaofu (:¢ <) and narration concerning precious horses, to finally end with the
pursuit of beauties and death. Based on these events and features of the tales of the

extraordinary, we can explore the following questions: why did King Mu of Zhou become
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an archetypal figure in toe Chinese narrative tradition? How does the origin of the
narrative events on the distant-land expeditions turn into analogies? Why does this unique
heroic myth involve precious horses and beauties? From these questions, we can argue
for the formation of a metaphorical allusion in the Chinese literary tradition, and how it is

given the metaphorical function and meaning which transcends historical value.

Keywords: Mu Tianzi zhuan, investigative expeditions, analogy, metaphor, heroic
myths
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