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The Images of the Gods:

A Study on the Illustrations of the Classic of Shan Hai Jing in
Shenyi Dian of Gujin Tushu Jicheng

Zeng Xue-jie

Abstract

This study examines Shanhaijing ( {LI7/G4%) ) illustrations included in
Shenyi Dian ( { {12281 ) ) of The Imperial Encyclopaedia ( { 55 EEER) ).
The cited illustrations mainly appear in the sections on “Water Deities,” “Sea
Deities,” “Mountain and River Spirits,” and “Dragon Gods.” Except for the
Queen Mother of the West image, most of these illustrations derive from the
pictorial tradition of Jiang Yinghao, while also referencing Hu Wenhuan’s
experimental series Neifu Quantu ( { NJFF2[&E) ). This article focuses on how
the compilers of Shenyi Dian interpreted, adapted, and recontextualized
Shanhaijing imagery within the encyclopedic framework of the Qing court.

The study is divided into four parts. The first section analyzes the
absorption and reinterpretation of Shanhaijing imagery through the River
God’s Two Daughters and Queen Mother of the West illustrations. The second
section, titled “Gods of Dominion,” discusses the depictions of the Nine River
Gods, Four Sea Gods, and Unnamed Mountain God, revealing how Shenyi
Dian reshaped divine hierarchies and contributed to the textual transmission of
Shanhaijing pictorial sources. The third section explores the spatial conception

of the divine world, focusing on the representations of Kunlun and Abyssal
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Waters in the Five Storehouse Mountains, which express the compiler’s
yearning for immortal paradises and construct an imagined cosmology where
the real and the mythical coexist. Each illustration in the Shenyi Dian is
rendered within a consistent background, forming a coherent visual space and
emphasizing the mystical concealment of deities within mountains and rivers—
a distinctive innovation of the compendium. The final section investigates the
“Dragon Gods” chapter, taking Zhulong (the Torch Dragon) and Yinglong (the
Responding Dragon) as examples to illustrate the dualistic imagery of fire and
water. Through this editorial framework, the Dragon Gods images reflect the
historical evolution of water-deity worship.

Ultimately, Shenyi Dian’s adaptation of Shanhaijing imagery not only
holds significant value for the study of pictorial texts but also reveals how its
compilers reconstituted a system of mountain and river veneration after
deconstructing classical texts, presenting a pantheon that is simultaneously

continuous with and distinct from its mythic predecessors.

Keywords: Gujin Tushu Jicheng, Shenyi Dian, Shanhaijing Illustrations,

Shanhaijing, Mountain and River Deities
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