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Let’s start at the beginning.

A long, long time ago, in a magical version of ancient China, an island called Aolai (傲來, àolái) stood in the sea like a king in his palace. In the center of the island was Flower Fruit Mountain, and at the very top of the mountain was a large stone as tall as six men. The stone was made pregnant by heaven and earth, and one day the wind blew over the egg and it cracked open. A little stone monkey emerged. He opened his eyes, and two beams of light shot up to heaven. The Jade Emperor on his throne saw the beams of light but he did not interfere. 

The little stone monkey grew up to be Sun Wukong (孫悟空, sūn wùkōng), the Handsome Monkey King. He had immense magical powers but little self control. And so it wasn’t long before he stormed the gates of heaven, intent on taking the place of the Jade Emperor and declaring himself the Great Sage Equal to Heaven. All the gods and armies of heaven could not defeat him. But finally he was outwitted by the Buddha himself and imprisoned under Five Finger Mountain.

Five hundred years pass. The empire of Tang (唐, táng), in what is now eastern China, is ruled by Taizong (太宗, tàizōng). Emperor Taizong makes a serious mistake by accidentally ordering the execution of a dragon king for a crime he did not commit. The dead dragon files a complaint with the Lords of the Underworld, and soon the emperor is dragged down to hell to be judged and punished. He explains his mistake to the Lords of the Underworld. They agree to let him go, but leave it up to him to figure out how to return to the human world. He eventually escapes with the help of a deceased courtier, and he awakens in his coffin, a changed man.

Taizong decides to do something to free the souls who are trapped in the underworld, and also help his people. He selects a Buddhist monk and commands him to journey thousands of miles west to India, across vast stretches of unknown and dangerous country, to retrieve the Buddha’s holy scriptures and bring them back to the Tang Empire. 

The monk selected for the journey is a young man named Xuanzang (玄奘, xuánzàng). The emperor did not know that Xuanzang already met the Buddha in a previous lifetime. Centuries earlier the young monk was a student of the Buddha, but he fell asleep during one of the Buddha’s lectures. As punishment the Buddha sentenced him to ten lifetimes of terrible suffering. In this, the tenth lifetime, Xuanzang accepts the emperor’s command that he undertake this perilous journey to the west.

And so his journey begins. Almost immediately he runs into trouble with some local monsters and nearly loses his life. Then he stumbles upon the trapped Monkey King, converts him to Buddhism, and frees him from his prison under the mountain. Later he meets two other troublemakers, a pig-man named Zhu Bajie (豬八戒, zhū bājiè) and a river monster named Sha Wujing (沙悟淨, shā wùjìng). These two also have magical powers and are, to put it mildly, in great need of redemption. He converts them to Buddhism as well. Accompanied by these three powerful but unruly disciples, the monk spends the next fourteen years journeying to the Western Heaven. They cross hundreds of mountains and thousands of rivers, battling monsters, demons and a variety of devious humans. Eventually they arrive at the home of the Buddha, but the monk finds that his troubles are far from over.

This, in a nutshell, is the Journey to the West. This story was first told in detail in the 16th century A.D. in a two thousand page novel of the same name. The original author is believed to be a novelist and poet named Wu Cheng’en (吴承恩,wú chéng'ēn), but parts of the story already existed as written and oral folk tales well before Wu wrote his novel. The version of the story that we use was published anonymously in the year 1592.

A woodblock print from the earliest known edition of Journey to the West. (Wikipedia)
Wu’s novel is loosely based on an actual journey by the monk Xuanzang, who left China in the year 629. The real monk was not sent by the emperor; in fact, the real Taizong actually forbade him to go. But the young monk went anyway, in defiance of his emperor’s command. He returned as a hero seventeen years later, leading twenty pack horses loaded down with Buddhist scriptures he brought from India.

Journey to the West is probably the most famous and best-loved novel in China and is considered one of the four great classical novels of Chinese literature. Its place in Chinese literature is roughly comparable to Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey in Western literature. Wikipedia sums up the book’s role perfectly, saying, “Enduringly popular, the tale is at once a comic adventure story, a humorous satire of Chinese bureaucracy, a spring of spiritual insight, and an extended allegory in which the group of pilgrims journeys towards enlightenment by the power and virtue of cooperation.”

Journey to the West is a very, very long story. The original Chinese novel is over a half million Chinese characters long and uses a vocabulary of over four thousand different Chinese words, many of which are archaic and virtually unknown to modern readers. There are several English translations. The best one is by Dr. Joseph Yu, and it runs over two thousand pages.

However, what you are about to read is not a literal translation of the Journey to the West. Rather, it’s a retelling of the story, in Simplified Chinese, for people who are learning the Chinese language but would not be able to read the story in its original form. Our retelling of the story was originally published as a series of 31 individual books that use a restricted vocabulary of Chinese words and a simple sentence structure. The book you are about to read is a combination of all 31 of these individual books. 

The original novel was organized into a hundred chapters. Each of the 31 books in our series cover a small part of the story, and contain anywhere from two to five chapters each. 

The books start off relatively easy and gradually increase in complexity. For example the first book, Rise of the Monkey King, covers the events in the first two chapters of the novel and uses a vocabulary of just 507 words. The second book, Trouble in Heaven, covers the next two chapters and uses only 431 words. Each book adds, on the average, about 50 new words, and so by the time you finish the final book, called The Last Trial, you will have seen over two thousand different Chinese words.

All proper nouns are underlined in the text, and a complete list of proper nouns, organized by book, is provided at the end.

Each of the 31 books in this volume is also available as a standalone paperback or eBook. These have pinyin and English translations, a list of proper nouns used in the book, and a complete glossary. Those are not included in this book because of size limitations.

There are also free audiobook versions of all 31 books presented here. You can use these to listen to a native Chinese speaker
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