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The Role of Lady High Prime, from a Teacher

of Transcendence to a Nymph in Love:

Daoism’s Contribution to the Development of
the Genres of Chinese Fiction

Sun Changwu

( Professor, School of Literature, Nankai University )

Abstract

The Inner Biography of Emperor Wu of the Han is an early Daoist scripture
that contains elements of scriptural transmission, bestowal of transcendent elixir,
cultivation methods, and relevant legends of ancient times. It is also regarded as a
fiction of “recording the uncanny” with a high level of aesthetic accomplishment.
In the book, the transcendent Lady High Prime is one of the main characters; she
debuts in a supporting role of Queen Mother of the West, under the instruction of
whom the Lady teaches Emperor Wu of the Han (156 BC —87 BC; r. 141 BC —
87 BC) and transmits scriptural teaching and rules. Therefore, she is the teacher
of the transcendence-seeking emperor of the human world. In the Tang, however,
in the poetry of Li Bai and others, as well as in the “Feng Zhi” story in Chuangi
( Transmission of the Marvels) by Pei Xing, she is depicted as having sloughed
off her guise as a transcendent and become a nymph who chastely and
straightforwardly pursues love. Relevant legends in circulation during the Northern
and Southern dynasties period tell stories about the adopted daughters or attendant
maids who descended ( or were demoted) to the human world and fell in love with
mortal men. They offer an indirect outline of the source and development of this
tradition. When Daoism underwent the processes of * secularization” and

“becoming an artful representation,” we find a typical example in the changes in



30 AXHEBH(FE=+=H)

the image of Lady High Prime as seen in the Inner Biography of Emperor Wu of
the Han and the “Feng Zhi” story. This example illustrates an important impact
that Daoism had on the development of Chinese fiction genres. It is also an

example of how Daoism influenced classical Chinese literature.

Keywords: Lady High Prime, teacher of transcendence, a nymph in love,

influence on literature



