
Chapter 1

Merging Myth and History

In July 2015, I traveled to Nine Carp Lake (Jiuli hu 九鯉湖) in 
Fujian province to pray for a dream. I first encountered Nine Carp 
Lake in the context of my research on dream divination techniques. 
While in Taiwan for the summer researching at Academia Sinica, I 
was inspired to follow in the footsteps of the late Ming travelers 
who wrote about their own dream prayer visits to that site in search 
of dreamed answers granted by the Nine Immortals. 

Ming literatus, geographer, explorer, and travel writer Xu Xiake 
徐霞客 (1587–1641) mentioned dreaming at Nine Carp Lake in his 
travel diaries. Nine Carp Lake was the place to dream not just in 
the Ming, but earlier, too. The site grew in literary prominence in 
the Ming as examination hopefuls traveled to sit for the exams. En 
route to take the examinations, these men slept a night or two at 
Nine Carp Lake, hoping for a dreamed message that would foretell 
success on their examinations. Even now, the site inspires travelers 
like me to spend a night or two praying for a dream on the shores 
of the lake. 

In this chapter, we will explore the ways in which late Ming lite-
rati traveled textually through the past, through myth, through 
history, and in person, imagining a site of dreams. These imaginings 
were based on earlier textual reconstructions. Literati were trained 
to look to the past through their study of classical texts and 
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Escaping the End of Times2

emphasis on textual analysis, which they did through the process of 
categorizing and organizing ancient and classical knowledge. The 
literati approach was one of textual reinvention that aimed at recon-
structing an older order. The purpose of studying the past was to 
learn the patterns and principles still ordering the world today. 
Those principles offered the means to understanding the rise and 
fall of dynasties, as well as the progression of the seasons. Once lite-
rati grasped these principles, it would be possible to help bring 
about order during times of chaos. In this overturning of the past 
through textual analysis, literati created a revisionist history of 
dreams and dream divination. Yet, because it is impossible to resur-
rect the past, their attempt to do so was tempered by the present 
time into which past ideas were imported, translated, or transposed.

These men selectively combined myth, fiction, and historical 
elements to create a new understanding of the past and, concomi-
tantly, of dreams. The past and dreams were both unrecoverable, 
though texts about the past and dreams could be passed down over 
time and space. Through the dissemination of dream-related text 
written and published by literati, Nine Carp Lake grew in impor-
tance. Xu Xiake was not the only Ming traveler to perpetuate the 
relationship between reader and dreamer at this dream prayer prac-
tice site. Huang Tianquan’s 黃天全 (ca. Ming dynasty) “Nine Carp 
Lake Gazetteer” (Jiuli hu zhi 九鯉湖志) similarly connected the place 
to dream culture, both implicitly through references to the sacred-
ness of the space and explicitly through references to the area’s 
dream culture.1 In his preface to the gazetteer, Huang Tianquan 
asserted that the Nine Carp Lake area had sacred mountains and 

1	 [Huang] Tianquan used older gazetteers and travel writing, highlighting 
the import of geography to compile this work, which is divided into 
four parts: geography, buildings, proof from dreams, and literature. 
The portion of the gazetteer focusing on the so-called proof from 
dreams focuses on Nine Carp Lake.
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Chapter 1  Merging Myth and History 3

was one of the wonders of the mountainous and riverine areas in 
the Min region of China.2 The gazetteer evoked geography, culture, 
history, myth, environment, and community; it was not merely a 
textual recreation of physical space, but was also a temporal, poetic, 
and aesthetic recreation of experiences at a place. Later dream 
seekers calibrated their experiences at Nine Carp Lake based on the 
earlier textual productions of the site. Texts conditioned their expe-
rience of the place and of life. 

Literati framed their understanding of the present with both 
orthodox, Confucian interpretations as well as unorthodox inter-
pretations. This represented a new order in an ambivalent age. The 
frames overlapped and the dreams dreamed by historical figures 
from earlier times were discussed in the same textual space as 
fictional dreams, just as in Chen Shiyuan’s Guidelines for Dreams, 
in which Chen took examples from all the major genres of text. 
Writing the past through dreams implied a reconsideration of the 
construction of time itself. Rather than moving linearly from dream 
to interpretation to predicted future, time was nonlinear, and histor-
ical dreams pulled the future back into the past through the then-
current frame of the present. Thus, the recorded dreams interpreted 
a future that had already passed. 

For literati, collecting and meaning-making happened in the 
past, which was already clarified by the dreams they collected and 
republished. Late Ming literati constellated their energy in the past, 
rather than the future, divining past events through the lens of past 
dreams and the current present. The literati read dream divination 
texts from the past and wove examples into a narrative. Using texts  
 

2	 閩山川之奇……九鯉湖皆有神仙…… Huang Tianquan 黃天全, Jiuli hu 
zhi 九鯉湖志 [Nine Carp Lake Gazetteer], in Siku quanshu cunmu 
congshu 四庫全書存目叢書, shibu 史部, dili lei 地理類, Vol. 233 
(Tainan: Zhuang Yan, 1996), 647.
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Escaping the End of Times4

in this way seemed to give them control over historical events, the 
historical narrative, and thus over the historical past and historical 
time. This apparent control and knowledge of the past’s future was 
an expression of status and power in an unstable age and at a time 
in which most literati had very little power indeed.

We will follow travelers as our protagonists in this chapter. By 
traveling with Xu Xiake, Huang Tianquan, and others, we will see 
the ways in which literati connected dreams with geographical 
knowledge, social knowledge, myth, and history. Taken together, 
these travelers’ accounts reveal one method of textual control that 
the literati exercised on their environment via dream divination: 
narrative mapping of a dream site. It was also about creating Nine 
Carp Lake as a destination and a place of value, thus concretely 
influencing others’ travel. Through writing about dreams and Nine 
Carp Lake, literati constructed a landscape of words and dreamed 
associations, anticipating future visitors who continued the dream 
prayer practice and the production of further textualized dream lore. 

Seeking Dreams with Xu Xiake

The practice of seeking dreams continues today in both mainland 
China and Taiwan, with dream-seekers traveling to one of a few 
designated dream prayer temples, staying there overnight, and 
receiving dreamed instructions or advice while sleeping. Temple 
monks lay out bedding and dream seekers fall asleep, hoping that 
the local deities will give them guidance and answers to prayer 
through their dreams. The practice offers an interesting look at the 
intersection between travels of the body and travels of the spirit. 

Before 2015, I traveled textually to Nine Carp Lake as I read, 
transcribed, and translated late Ming records of the place. Others 
would have traveled textually as well, imagining the lake and the 
mountains based on textual reconstructions of geographical, myth-
ical, and historical space. There is another level of travel that 
connects with dreams: according to dream knowledge, dreams 
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Chapter 1  Merging Myth and History 5

occurred when the heavenly spirit (hun 魂) traveled away from the 
body during sleep. Whatever the heavenly spirit encountered was 
relayed back to the dreamer in the form of dreams. Thus, traveling 
occurred on three levels: physical traveling to a site, textual traveling 
to a site, and the spirit traveling for dreams. 

Let us return to Brigid Vance, the traveler, in the summer of 
2015. I packed Xu Xiake’s diary and “Nine Carp Lake Gazetteer” 
and set off to make the trek myself. My physical journey was antici-
pated by my earlier textual journey. Xu Xiake’s words and the 
words of the gazetteer framed my lived experience. It was through 
the text and through the past that Nine Carp Lake was produced 
and perpetuated as a site imbued with dream divinatory meaning. 
But I am getting ahead of myself. That summer, I flew first from 
Taipei to Fuzhou and then traveled to the Nine Carp Lake Scenic 
Recreation Area via bus and private car. The sun was hot overhead, 
and there were a few wispy clouds in the sky. As we drove from 
Xianyou up into the mountains to the Nine Carp Lake Scenic 
Recreation Area, the sky gradually lightened until blue won out 
over gray. There was a sparkling visitors’ center at the main 
entrance, clearly a recent addition judging from the shiny exterior. A 
twenty-minute walk around the perimeter of the lake led to the Yilai 
hotel, a six-room hotel run by local entrepreneurs. My room was on 
the second floor, and the window looked out over the river and an 
open-air chicken coop. The back of the hotel was nestled up against 
the mountainside, but the front opened out over the lake. From the 
hotel, I crossed the Bridge to the Immortals (Xiantong qiao 仙通橋) 
and walked along a stone path that wound its way alongside the 
river and then up to the Nine Immortals Pavilion (Jiuxian ge 九仙閣). 

If I looked straight up, I could see nothing but blue skies. If I 
looked straight out into the horizon, I saw green mountain after 
green mountain, rolling and unfolding into one another, some 
stretching up a little taller and others hunkering down into the 
water. Cicadas buzzed and droned in a cacophonous manner, almost 
drowning out the sound of rushing water from the first of the 
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Escaping the End of Times6

waterfalls. The air was still and close. The only movement was 
water making its way down from the high mountains to the lake. I 
rounded a curve in the path that opened onto a clear lake: Nine 
Carp Lake. The carp in the lake swam from one deep round recess 
to another, seemingly staying close to the bottom, though with the 
light glancing off their scales, I could not estimate the water’s depth. 

Ming gazetteer compiler Huang Tianquan interspersed informa-
tion on the distance between locations and water depth of the lake 
with the dream seekers. Huang wrote: “The lake is unfathomably 
deep. It is translucent and shadows tend to cross irregularly. When 
dreamers awaken at midnight, all they hear is the babbling water 
and sometimes they see the carp leaping in the lake. Suddenly they 
might recall their troubles and wonder if they will encounter some-
thing extraordinary. [As in the Analects,] they do not speak of the 
strange things or of the spirits.”3 In the same juan of his gazetteer, 
Huang also wrote about one of the local springs, explaining its loca-
tion in relation to other natural formations. He wrote that despite 
the large number of dreamers who drink from the springs, the 
spring’s water supply was never exhausted.4

I did not approach the lake to test its depth or to drink from the 
springs. Signs included English messages warning travelers to stay 
away from the water: “Warm Prompt: The narrow road moss wet 
and slippery, please caution!” (Fig. 1.1). There were barriers sepa-
rating the path from the water below. Some barriers were made of 
stone or concrete formed to look like stone; others were constructed 
of rope or metal chains.

I sat on a bench and re-read Xu Xiake’s travel diary entry. The 
second of three sons, Xu was best known by his alternative literary 

3	 湖深不可測。澄霽晦冥變幻俄頃間。問夢者丙夜攬衣起惟聞水潺潺聲、
又時見湖中鯉躍，嘿然深念惝然若將有遇也。夫怪與神皆子所不語。 
Ibid., 654.

4	 Ibid., 656.
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Chapter 1  Merging Myth and History 7

name, Xiake, or, “guest in the sunset clouds.” As an adult, Xu trav-
eled extensively and often by foot, visiting northern China’s Mount 
Tai and the birthplaces of Confucius and Mencius, as well as south-
western China. His travel records and diaries are over 400,000 
characters in length and have been lauded as systematic in part 
because of Huang’s accurate measurements. Contemporary scholars 
have centered their research on Xu’s geographical writings, hailing 
his discoveries as scientific and his writings as similar to modern 
geological surveys.5 For example, while traveling in Guizhou prov-
ince, Xu found the source of the West River, which he detailed in 

5	 For example, see Lei Zhang, “Reconstructing Xu Xiake: The Scientific 
Geography of China, 1912–1949,” Acta Geographica Sinica 72.9 
(2017): 1695–1701.

Figure 1.1. Warm prompt sign. Photograph by Brigid Vance, July 2015. 

Author’s personal collection.
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Escaping the End of Times8

full. He also determined that the Mekong and Salween rivers were 
part of separate watersheds. Xu additionally corrected a mistake in 
the Classic of History (Shijing 史經) with his discovery that the Min 
River formed the actual headwaters of the Yangtze River.6 Published 
scholarship on Xu’s travel diaries focuses on his contributions to the 
scope and language of the travel diary, his independence, and 
exploration.7

Yet Xu Xiake was not only a seventeenth-century explorer; he 
also dreamed at Nine Carp Lake when he visited the temple complex 
in 1620. Xu’s diary entries fix his travels and his participation in 
dream prayer practice in time and space. Geographic distance, 
measured in words and narrative flow, demarcated the space 
between non-dream prayer practice and dream prayer practice. 

In his diary, Xu described his mountain trek to visit the famous 
waterfalls near Nine Carp Lake, the temple buildings, and dream 
prayer practice. Xu Xiake set off for Nine Carp Lake from Xinghua, 
the current county seat of Putian, on June 8, 1620. He traveled for 
over forty li, traversing mountain ridges and fording a brook, which 
was the lower reach of the Nine Waterways. He wound his way 
down a small trail westward through the mountains and then 
followed stone steps up to the top of the mountain ridge in search 
of the view from Nine Waterways. He recorded that his traveling 
companions were frightened to climb so high and felt they must 
have taken the wrong path, but Xu pushed the group until they 
finally reached the summit after a few li. Xu and his companions 
argued. They maintained that Xu was not reading the landscape 
correctly and he shook them off with a carefree attitude. He wanted 

6	 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China: Mathematics of 
the Sciences of the Heavens and the Earth, Vol. 3 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1959), 523–525.

7	 Julian Ward, Xu Xiake (1587–1641): The Art of Travel Writing (London: 
Curzon Press, 2001).
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Chapter 1  Merging Myth and History 9

to climb higher for the hoped-for view of the waterfalls. There was 
apparently a certain way to navigate the landscape, and Xu and his 
companions disagreed over the correct choice. There were many 
ways to approach Nine Carp Lake, but a visitor who was also a 
reader knew how to view it because of the descriptions of previous 
writers or travelers. 

Human visitors to Nine Carp Lake altered the physical space 
and environs with temples, pathways, and bridges. These human-
made structures cued others to look and interact with the landscape 
in particular ways. Xu wrote that the temple of the Nine Immortals 
was built on the west bank of the waterfall and faced Nine Carp 
Lake. The clear, blue water of the lake was not too vast, and it was 
surrounded by mountains and enclosed by green trees, with rippling 
waves. Xu also noted that to the right of Nine Immortals Temple 
was a scenic spot with a stone drum and Ancient Plum Blossom 
cave. Next to the cave was the temple, which was formed of large 
stone pillars. Passing through the cave door led Xu to the Nine 
Immortals Pavilion. Beyond the pavilion were two more waterfalls. 

The topography and buildings had certainly changed in the 
centuries since Xu Xiake’s visit and since the publication of Huang 
Tianquan’s gazetteer. On my first visit to the Nine Immortals 
Temple, I focused on familiarizing myself with the layout. Huang’s 
gazetteer also delineated the space, visually depicting the rugged 
terrain in topographical maps. Gazetteer readers would have looked 
down on the land and water rendered in black and white. The 
geographical features are labeled in rectangular boxes, separating 
written text from the geographical features. The water roils. The 
mountains jut upwards. The organizational structure of the gazet-
teer, too, reveals the connections between place and dreams. The 
first juan of “Nine Carp Lake Gazetteer” deals exclusively with 
mountains and water of the region before turning to buildings and 
then a section enumerating dreams at Nine Carp Lake that had 
come true (meng yan 夢驗) in the second juan. The remaining juan 
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