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Depicting Female Immortals:
A Study on the Woodblock Printings in Records of
Immortal Beauties (Xianyuan Jishi)”

Cheng, Ting-ting"™"

Abstract

Compared with the results of research on the text in Records of Immortal Beauties
(Xianyuan jishi), the woodblock prints contained therein, which are an important part
of the book, are in need of further study. This article first analyzes the prints from three
aspects, including the possible image source of the illustrations, their style, and the
narrative relationship between the pictures and the text. In doing so, one can initially find
out the editing strategy of Yang Erzeng (c. 1575-after 1625) for the book. After building
up the basis for this observation, then the focus of the article turns to the illustrations
of “Tan Yangzi,” who turns out to be the only female immortal in the book that has an
entire independent juan chapter devoted to her (juan 8). Tan Yangzi (1558-1580), whose
real name was Wang Taozhen, is said to have become an immortal in 1580 and caused
a sensation at the time. The establishment and diffusion of the Tanyang cult was closely
related to her father Wang Xijue (1534-1611) and the famous follower Wang Shizhen
(1526-1590). By analyzing this example, one can see how Yang Erzeng manipulated
contemporary events throughout the editing and then presented a unique illustration
differing from the others in the book.

This case study increases our understanding of publishing culture and religious
publishing in the late Ming period, and it especially focuses on Yang Erzeng, who was an
important publisher and editor at the time. Records of Immortal Beauties is the earliest
extant one among all the books compiled and published by Yang, and hopefully it can
make up a piece of the puzzle in the early days of his publishing career.

Keywords: Xianyuan jishi, Ming dynasty woodblock printing, Huizhou school of woodblock
printing, Yang Erzeng, Tan Yangzi
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