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l)~dicalcd to Dr. \l o ritz \Vintcrnitz, Professor of Sanskrii al the Uni
versity oi Prague, in honor of hi:> :;;c,·cnticlh birthday, December 23, 1933. 

I ~ his nwnum~nta l work c;esrliiclite der i11disclicn Liltcratur I ,ro
fessor \l oritz \\. intern itz has de\'oted an ad mirable chapter to a 

di scussion of Jndic stories and their migration eastward and west
ward, an cl ob cncs \\'isely ( Tl . p. 103) , .. . \.I though many tales may 
ha\'t' found their \\'ay from India into the \Vet, yet it can hard!:· 
be doubted that al so many a fore ign tale has migrated into India. 
This, for instance. might Le the case with reference to the mariners' 
ta les vvh ich relate shipwrecks and nninus strange adventures at sea." 
Un the other hand, E rwin Rohde ( Dcr gricchischc Ro111G11, 3<1 eel. , 
19 1-l-, p. 193) is inclined to trace to lndia the more important mo
tives of the . \rabic marine novels and secs J nd ic intlucnce likewise 
in the (; reek literature of marine romances . 

. \bout a decade ago I read a paper before the : \merican O riental 
Society under the title "Tales of the Indian Ocean" of \\'hich 1 gaye 
the fuliO\ving definition: 

T here is a type of mariner·~ story or sailor's ya rn which 
\\'C meet in al l countries bordering on the lmlian Ocean- in 
C reek, in SHiac and .\rabic. in Sanskri t or Pali . as well as 
in Chinc.~e. ·\\'here and how these stori es originated is often 
difficu lt to decide. and it seems best to characterize them sim
ply as talcs of the Indian Ocean. The Tnd ian ( >cean. so to 
speak. functioned as the broadcasting station which sent these 
stories out to all ports. The Indian Ocean had a peculiar fas
ci n:Hion upon the minds of Creeks, ,\ rabs. Persi<1 ns. Indians. 
:\lalayans, and Chinese : its many \\'Onders sti r red their power 
of imagination. and its marine an imals even ga,·e r ise to new 
myth ica I conceptions. 

1 Iost of these tales appear to han• originated in the circle of 
na,·igators and to ha,·e been spread by sailors [rolll one port to a n
other. This fact is clea rly disclosed in the s to r~· of '·The Capture 
of tht' Rhinoceros" \\ hich a Chinese physician of the Tang period . 
as he states aclviscdly. recorded from the lips uf a fo reign sea-cap
tain whom he had met in l(wang-lung ( T.au fe r, T otiii[J Pao, 1913. 
pp. 3o l-3n..J. and C!tincsc Cla~· Figures, pp. l ..J..i-1-l-7 ) . 

The story of T mtle Island ur \\'hale Tsland belongs to th is cycle. 
lacher ( Pscudowllislftrllcs, p. 1-l-7 ) characterizes it \\'ell as "one of 
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those very ancieul migratory talcs coming down fn>nl an unknown 
period, '' hich float bet\\ ct•n ( )rient a nd ( kcidcnt from early times." 
It s di-.trihution has often ht·en discussed. hut the Ch inese \'ers ions 
han: not yet hcl'll utilized. 

The ,,-iu-lou -lse ('The (;olden T o wer ... chap.;,. p. Jt)) written hy 

Yi. pri n~e of Siang-tung. afterward~ the emperor lliao Yi.ian o f 
the Liang Dynasty ( .\.ll. 551-5;;4). which contains sc·,·eral curiou:= 
tradit ions pointing to a fo reign nrigin, oJicr:o; the following tale: 

()nee upon a time there lived a llllge turtle amidst sandy 
i$lels. The an ~ mal's back was cO\·ered with trc<'s which made 
it appear like a regular is land in the ocean. [t happened that 
merchanb came there. and helieYing that it was an i land, 
gathered fuel with a view to prepare their food. The turtle 
was burned hllt and dived back into the sea. whercl1pon ·cv
crnl tens of men suffered death. 

llowc\' e r te rse and sohcr this accouut may he, it rmhodie all cs
~cntial elements n.nd rcprc~cnt s the primeva l Ycrsion of the story 
whirh se ,·en h11nclred yturs later appea red in the romance-like ad
,·enturcs of Sindbad the Sailor in the . \ rahian :\ ights . 

. \bout a century later the Chine.e were treatl'flto an Tndic Yer
s ion o f the · tory. lliian T~an~. the illustriou Chinese pi lgrim to 
India <J uli<.:n. J/ hnoirrs. I. p. 474: n eal. Buddhist Records. TT , 
p. 1.?5) tell s in his ~lemo ir~ about a merchant prince from Jftguda, 
who worshiped tlw heawnly ~pirit~ and despi:,cd the rt•ligion o f Bud
dha. \\'ith ~ome other merchant. he cmbarkt•d in a ship o n the 
southern sea and lost his \\ay in a tcmptst. .-\ftcr three years their 
pro ,·isions IJecamc exhausted. and they im·oked th e gods to whom 
they ~acrificed . . \11 their efforts were futile when unexpectedly a 
great mountain \\·irh steep crag:' and precipices and a double sun 
radia l ing from a fa r was si~hted. The merchants were O\·e rjoyed 
at the prospect of finding rest and rcfrc...,hmen t on this mountain. 
I :ut the men:hant -master exclaimed ... This is no mountain, it is the 
lish makara ( whale ): the high crags and precipices arc l>ut its fins 
and mane : the clm·hlc sun i:-; it ~ eyes as they shine. ·· ·rhc master then 
renu:mht' rcd .\,alo kitecvara as the savio r from th e perils o f the sea, 
and lhl'y a ll in\'oked his namt. The high mountains disappeared. the 
two !'llllS were swallowed up. and the mariners were rescued from 
:-hipwn.'ck through the inten·entinn of a ( ramana walking OYer 
the :-.ky. 
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J t is obvio us that the Duddhists made use of an old s to ry and 
adapted it to their own purpose. Rescue at ~ea through the inte rven
tion of the lhtcldha o r his saints is a frequent nloti,·c in 11udclhist 
h<lgitJgraplly and ieonography. Foucher ( F.tudr .wr l' ironographie 
buuddltique. p. 82) points out a has-re li e f o f Hharhttt where a 
makara de,·oms a ship with it ::; crew ( Cunning ham. Sftipa of R!tar

ltuf. plate 34 . .2). further, an allusion to this motin~ is made in the 
Tihet:w cycle of legends associated with the name of I ,~Himasam

hha\'a o f the eighth century cc;rt.imvedel, 13uddltistisclt r S tudien, 
p. lOo) . 

. \n echo o f lli.ian Tsang's s tory, as pointt•d out by me in Journal 
of "·1 mcrira11 Folk-lore. 192(), p. 89. occurs in Uao rlwi chi i, ~o. 82 
( tram;latctl IJ~· IT. . \. G iles under the title S tran ge S torirs from (~ 

Cltincsr Stndio) . T ha Ye no intention of <.:0\'(~ring the \\'hole g round 
occupied by this legend o r giYing a complete bibliography o f pre
,·ious s tudies: suffice it to rei er to Zacher. Pseudocal/istltcncs. p. 1-1-7: 
Runchcrg. "Le conte de l'Tsle-poisson, .. ( .1/h noircs Soc. nco-pltilol. 
1i 11 clsingfors. 1 I. pp. 343-39:; ) . and Cnrnclia ·. Cou lter, ''The 
·crcat Fish' in .\ncient and :'\fedie\'al Story" (Transactions .-lm. 
1'/tilo/ .. -lssoc.. L\ ' 1 I, 192o. pp. 32-:10) . I do not agree with previous 
in,·cstigato rs in regarding the heroic exploit o f Kcrcs~tspa in the 
:\ vesta as the earliest Yer~ion o f this tal e. Thi~. in my estimation. 
i~ entirely distinct: Keresaspa slays a horn ed mo nste r on land. 
\\'hich is the principal motiYe o f the story . while the feature that he 
cooked meat on the monster ':; back is mere!~· an incide ntal acces
sory. There is no sea. no monster is land. no casualty or rescue from 
thi s aJlegecl island in the .-\,·estan episode . If a nything is clear. it 
is the fact that the monster island motive must ha ve originated in 
a maritime setting and haYe g ro wn oul o f marvelous incidents of a 
sea ,·oyage. Thus remain a s the oldest ,·c rs ions the cycle o f the 
( ;rc·ek romances of . \lexander and the Physinlogus. Tn o ne o f .\lex
~ndcr'!; alleged letters to .\ristotle. the monster is s pecified as a "gia nt 
turtle·· (otherwise .. ea-monster .. : sec . \us fcld , Drr grieclti.srlte 
.1/c.randrrromall, p. 178) . 

. \ turlic appe~ rs in the Tl'oudcrs of f11dia ( Li'i!Ye dc•s Jferucilles 
d I'! ndc. ed. \ ·an der Lith and Devic. p . .37). Qazwini. in his \Yo n
dc rs o f C reatures. likewi~e connects the slo ry with a marine turtle, 
and such we fincl in the Chinese YCrsion o f the A·in-lou-lsr. The 
trans fo rmation of the turtle into a whale seems to he due to the 
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Phy:o;inlog<t~ . The Ch i m:"<.' '<.:r!'inn . I am inclined to thin k . was 
transmitted to China by ora l tradition. l can <:ite a ~pcc i lic instance 
of t h<.• IJ<..'cttrrt"ncc o f 0111· talc. "here literary <li!Tus io n i~ out of the 
quest ion. Il was tTc<.>rdecl nllout eighty ~ears ago among the Karen. 
an illit<.•rme trihe o f L-ppcr l!urma. by Franci~ ~lason ("Religion 
aud .\J_, thc)lngy of the l<"arcn," Joumal .Is. Soc. of l1l'II!Jaf. XXXIV, 
1~3\~ ). \-.it has escaped the pr<.•,· ious writer::. on the suhjcct . it may 
he..: 6tcd here in extenso. 

The l ~ ld rrs a m ong tlw Kan.> 11 say th e re a rc lish in the sea 
as large as mounta ins, with trtes and bamboos gro\\'ing ou 
tlwm as on land . \ 'oyagcr~ have to be ca reful where they 
land tn cook. They carry axes. and cut into the ground to try 
it. If juice ::prings up where it is cut. they know that they 
an· on a llsh: but if the grmmcl seem~ dry. they arc on land. 
and go tu cooking. lt i~ related that a man landing nn an 
i~land \\·cnt to cooking without trying hi<: ground. and it 
tumed out to he a li:-h which ~unk with him into the sea and 
then ~walloweu him. \\'hen the man was in th <.· fish's hc lly, 
h • ~a id to til e fish : '\\'hen males acquire laq~c gamc. th ey 
shou t a nd cry uu t in l':>: ulta t ion. b u t ynu are si len t. . \ re yo11 
nut <t ma le? ' ( )n hearing thi:-;. the fish opened his mo uth to 
-;cream. when tlw man leap<.·d out and c~capecl. The elders 
~ay that when people kill one o f the. e fish. it is impos.:: iblc fo r 
thenl to <.'<H it all up. and tlw~ hurn it' fat. \\' ith its hon<.·~ 
tlwy can makt· beams ancl rafters fl>r hnn:-.cs. 

In thi -. ,·er~iun the "i:: land" moti\'~' is l'CH111<.'dcd with the "swal
ltl \\ .. moti\ c. both of which. according to ~ Ti !-ts Coult<'r in the arti
l'lc quc)ted aiH> ,·e. were developed in I ndiu and s pread \\'('~ 1 ward . 
l('av i11g th<.·ir ma rk in tu rn on (;reek . . \ralJic . nwdic,·al Latin. and llll' 
\'('ntarular literatures. \\'hile I <.'< nc(•dc the pos-;ihility of an lnclic 
nrigin of the "i:: land" mt ti,·e. I am not ... o :-.urc of the "-.wallo\\ .. 
nto ti\'(• !wing- :-1 ccilically lndi(· ( <.'ompan.• my article " 'The J o nah 
Legend in India .'· Tit,· 11 o11is1 . JIJOR p. 5/(,). . \ IJu,ion" to the 
":;"·allow" moti\'e ol'cll r in Chin<'s<." au thors o f the prc-Chri. tian et·;~ 

"htn lndic inllucnce is out of lh<.' question . Se\ cra l ancienl philo
suplwrs ( l 'huang- tsc amung thtm) use th<.· phra:;c "the hoat-swal 
lowi tl g fis h" (f'un cllou c/Ji yii) a::; a well-known aiTair ur a firmly 
esta l.! ished cxpn .. ·ssiun: thl'S, Shi-ts<.: (Chit tsc 1'<'1'11 sui sii pic11. cd. 
hy f.i Pao-ts·t:~m . chap. <J. p. 7 ) :-ays. "\\'here- water gather~. the 
boa t-swallowing fi s h "'ill ari:-.c.~ .. ( l'f. also Petillo n, . 11/u.~ious litlt~

raircs. pp. 31.1. 41J7. a nd Jlelliot. T'ouny J~ao. 11>20. pp. 21>-t. 351). 



lTRTLE TSL.\:\D 

The /,·in-Lou-lsr tontain =- the cxpres:-ion in three pa~sagcs (chap. 4, 
pp. JH, J<Jh. 2~b). "l'hc only explanation of thi phrase T have found 
thus far occur in the Chi /in sin slw (Of> . cif .. chap. ~ . p. 1 ~): ' ·In 
the SOUthern region there is the alligator fish f t hu~ literally: ll[jtJ 

yii I whose nout is eight feet long and which reaches its largest size 
in the autumn. The fish . tretchcs its head out llf the water and 
. '~a ll ows the men near the border of the hip. ( >ther men in the 
boat seize spears and tr~· to keep the fish off." Crant ing that it 
might have happened in ancient times that a frail hoat struck an 
alligator. a huge fiJ1, or some spec ie~ of whale and capsized, drown
ino- ome of the ailors. the report could easily gain g-round that thc~e 

J 

men were swaiiO\Ycd by a marine monster. 1\ s long as we do not 
know more about the hofl.t-swallowing fi. h of the ancient Chine e, 
T am rather disposed to credit it to an actual experience or sc\·eral 
experience. than to an out. irlc inlluencc. 

L ' lrirh Schmidl. in his /' oyagc to thr Ni?·crs !.a. Plata a11d PO?'a
guai ( 1Sr>7. f lakluyt _·ne. cd., 1( (>1, p. ( o). rl'latc . ··J~ctween . . 
Yiccnda and Spiritu .~anrto there are plenty of whales which do 
great harm: for instance, when small ships ail from one port to 
another. thc:e whnlcg come forward in t roups and fi ght one another, 
then they drown the ship. taking it down along with the men ... This 
j ~ not a rcmini:cence of the talc of \\'hale Island. but the simple 
record of incidents or experiences within a \rell-dcll ncd locality of 
• outh .\merica. Qaz\\'lnl ( J,·osmographic. tran:;latcd by 1\:. Ethc. 
p. 2()(~) remarks in hi dc~cription nf the " ·hale that . ea-going ,·es-
els hare much tu suffer from it ;md that it dc,·ours whate,·cr il 

fi nds .. \nothcr kind of whale ( p. 289) is defi ned by him as a very 
large fi . h \\'hich can ma h a ship. ~cc abo Lir:rr des 11/CJ"uci!lcs de 
l'fndc, pp. 1-t-15. 




