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Examining the Illustrations in the Classic of Mountains and Seas
That Survive in the Yongle Encyclopedia”

Lu, Yi-lu™~

Abstract

There were originally over twenty thousand volumes in Yongle Encyclopedia (Yongle
dadian), a large leishu collectanea of books edited and compiled by a team led by Xie Jin
during the reign of the Yongle emperor. There are only 800-plus volumes surviving today,
which are in the domestic and overseas collections of various libraries. In the surviving
parts of Yongle Encyclopedia, there are nearly 300 sections cited from the Classic of
Mountains and Seas (Shanhai jing), and only 18 illustrations from it are found in volumes
910, 3007, and 22180, perhaps representing the earliest images from the Classic of
Mountains and Seas available today. The present study examines and compares these
surviving 18 figures of Classic of Mountains and Seas and finds that two are “Sheshi” and
“Jubishi,” fifteen are “Strange people from remote lands” in the “Peoples” section, and
one “Mo” beast, which is not included in any of today’s versions of Classic of Mountains
and Seas.

As the earliest illustrations in the Classic of Mountains and Seas available today, the
styles in the Yongle Encyclopedia are unique and distinctly different from those of the
Ming and Qing dynasties. In particular, the “Strange people from remote lands” often have
fire-like hair like Yaksha figures, while there are more details present in the “Gentlemen”
and “Hollowed-Chest Men” illustrations. Every figure of Classic of Mountains and Seas
cited in the Yongle Encyclopedia has its special feature different from those found in any
other literature. These earliest illustrations of the Classic of Mountains and Seas are of
immense importance.

Keywords: Classic of Mountains and Seas, Yongle Encyclopedia, images, “Mo beast,”
“Strange people from remote lands”
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