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Text-image Relationships for the Mythical
Subject Matters in Earlier East Asian
Continent

Hwang Ming-chorng®

Abstract

In this paper, the author tries to systematically discuss the matches between the
descriptions in the Shanhaijing and weird beings seen on the decorations of artifacts
from the early (from Neolithic to Han Dynasty) East Asian Continent (EAC). The
matches were categorized into motif, thematic, typological and detail ones. The
thematic match means the same image appears more than once and matches with
descriptions in the SHJ. This type of match is an ideal one, but it is unusual. It dose
not mean that the relationship between the SHJ and early images is aloof. Based on
observations on the types and details, the author unveils that the images of early
EAC belong to two distinctive temporal layers. Images from Pre-Shang to the
Spring-and-Autumn periods were based on contemporary oral or illustrative
cosmology. It retains the mythical characteristics of these periods. The earlier oral
or illustrative cosmologies were edited during the Eastern Zhou period and turn into
written documents. The editorial works “translated” images into written
descriptions, and placed cosmologies on different periods into a boxed system of
concentric squares. The documents contain descriptions of many weird images.
These creatures were no longer mythical. Their weirdness was considered this
worldly. They belong to a far away domain from the center. The SHJ is exactly this
kind of new worldview. The unusual images created in the Warring-State, Qin and
Han periods were primarily based on the descriptions in the SHJ or similar works.

The mentality behind these images is factual (historical and geographical), in
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contrast with the mentality of the earlier period, which is mythical. In the end, the
author uses the transformation of legendary faotie images to illustrate the kind of
misunderstanding of the “historical” reading on mythical subject matters created in

previous eras

Key words: mythical, historical(factual), Shanhaijing(SHJ), image, Neolithic
period, Shang-Zhou, Warring States and Qin-Han
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