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The Myth of the Sea and the Sea-Gods
in Shanhaijing

Lee Wen-yu*

Abstract

There has not been much research done on sea myths in the past. Most
scholars are of the opinion that since China’s earliest inhabitants lived in the
northwestern plains, far from the sea, from very early times they tended to
focus on land power and develop a mainland culture. As a consequence, myths
about the sea are assumed to be relatively undeveloped. However, in the
Shanhai jing [LI{F&, we find primitive sea -gods fiercely and wildly protecting
the boundary between land and sea. We also see versions of myths relating to
the sea and collections of strange and marvelous myths about overseas lands
and oceanic paradises that show that those early inhabitants invested the vast
seas before them with considerable sentiment and imagination. This paper
looks at the beliefs behind the half-snake, half-bird image of the sea god from
the perspectives of mythical archetypes and religious phenomenology; we will
also examine the myths of the jingwei bird filling the sea with stones F§#iH
1§, the oceanic Guie #i8f mountain, and the mystical Penglai 3% mountain
in terms of archetypal images of the sea and religious phenomenology. Besides
bringing out the characteristics and content of these ancient sea myths, we also

hope to take a look at these ancient myths from a new interpretive perspective.

Keywords: Shanhaijing, Sea-gods, Jingwei, Guie, Penglai
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