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Receiving Jade at Song Mountain and
Paving the Way to Hegemony at Chang’an:
Liu Yu’s Hero Trial and the Myth

Liu Yuan-ju

Abstract

In the context of the historical culture of the Han and Wei dynasties,
heroes sprang from the turbulent times, attracted followers, fought for
justice and laid the foundation for a new,generation. These pioneer heroes
were in conflict with the traditionalsview of the sage ruler, according
to which he receives his mandate, from Heaven and is an heir to the
wonderful legacy of the sages. However, in the transitional period of Wei-
Jin and the Southern dynasties the divination and teleological practices
from the Han were continued, which together with the abdication model
combining the concepts of power, destiny and propriety, and factors
such as Buddhism and Taoism, created the narrative describing the hero
from his birth to his pioneering deeds, thus constructing a new view on
mandate of Heaven. Liu Yu is undoubtedly a representative of this type
of heroes, who rose from poor warrior to a ruler, in the course of which
he received circular jade token of power at Song Mountain and paved
the way to hegemony at Chang’an, the two important milestones in the
creation of his image. In the Southern dynasties, although such feats were
not exceptional, they nonetheless had an indicative meaning. This article
focuses on the political myth of Liu Yu as a hero, explores the role of
Buddhism and Taoism, and the use of metaphorically poetic language to
shape a ruler who revived the golden age of the Han dynasty, who as a
savior of the world is given auspicious tokens such as circular jade and
square gold tablet symbolic of imperial power. The advisors from Liu Yu’s
circle in a way intervened in the reshaping of the eschatological revelations
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from the Buddhist and Taoist scriptures, and made the features of this
hero in turbulent times appear “the true ruler” by the mandate of Heaven.
Shortly after, these prophecies and fables were confirmed by historical
writing.

This article not only interprets the revelatory content expressed
through the rhetoric of the myth, but also analyzes the political and
religious environment at that time. Firstly, it describes the devastation
of the Jiangnan Celestial Master Taoists by Liu Yu’s clique, which
caused tension between them. As to Buddhism, it strived to maintain
peaceful relations with the authorities, choosing the tactics of retreat and
advance. Buddhism’s role as a religion upholding the country was further
strengthened when Huiyi bestowed the auspicious tokens. Secondly,
past research interpreting the myth about Liu Yu’s creation of the Song
has been limited to the present reality, most of which focuses on Taoist
scriptures about the ruler who revived the golden age and indication
of mysterious years, but fail to explain why<since Song was already
established, the divination about Liu Yu in the Jiangnan Taoist scriptures
still flared up. Therefore, it is necessary.:to reconsider the one-hundred-
year war between the Southern dynasties and Northern Wei, especially
the three times that emperor Wendi of Song (Liu Yilong) set on military
expeditions to the north in order.fo recapture the land south of the Yellow
River, while the attitude towards Liu Yu’s expedition to the west in the
scriptures is characterized by remembrance and praise.
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