
Abstract: In the academic realm, the title The Journey to 
the West is generally identified with the Shidetang edition 
of the 100-chapter novel allegedly written by Wu Cheng’en 
in the Ming Dynasty at the end of the 16th century. In pop-
ular culture, though, the title is generally associated not 
with the 100-chapter novel but with various shorter retell-
ings, which tend to highlight the fantastic and adventurous 
facets of the story. This talk sets out to reconsider the con-
struction of The Journey to the West. What is The Journey 
to the West? And why is it so popular? 
 
I suggest perceiving The Journey to the West not as a sta-
ble work on which author, place and time of publication can be imposed, but rather as what Roland 
Barthes calls a dynamic text that lives through its many variations. The main focus of this talk will be on 
Korean variations of The Journey to the West from the 14

th
 century to today, while we will also make a 

short excursus to Toriyama Akira’s Dragonball and Gao Xingjian’s Soul Mountain. I use an application 
based on PHP and JavaScript to visualize which elements of The Journey to the West can be found in 
each variation. These visualizations help us to understand The Journey to the West as dynamic text and to 
find out which elements of the story contribute to its popularity. 
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