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Chapter 1: The Ancient Shamanka
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Earliest Oracle Bones

The oldest written evidence for Xi Wangmu comes from oracle bones - pieces of turtle shell and ox scapula used for divination during the Shang dynasty.

A diviner would apply a heated bronze rod to pre-drilled hollows on the back of a prepared piece of shell or bone. The heat caused the front surface to crack. The diviner read the cracks, recorded the charge - the question or statement put to the spirits - and sometimes noted whether the predicted outcome came to pass.

Thousands of these bones survive. Among the inscriptions, scholars have found references to a figure whose name corresponds to what would later become Xi Wangmu, the Queen Mother of the West.

One inscription reads: "If we make offering to the Eastern Mother and Western Mother there will be approval."

This is not a description or a story. It is a divination charge - a formal statement put to the spirits in the context of ritual consultation. But it establishes several things at once. Xi Wangmu existed in the Shang religious imagination as early as 1200 BCE. She was paired not with a male counterpart but with a female one, an Eastern Mother. And she was considered significant enough to appear in the formal divination records of the Shang royal court.

That pairing with an Eastern Mother matters. It differs from the male counterpart - the Eastern King Father, or Dongwanggong - that later writers invented for her. Suzanne Cahill, whose work on Xi Wangmu remains the most comprehensive scholarly treatment in English, identifies her at this early stage as one of several directional mu divinities. These were female powers connected to the sun and moon and to their paths through the heavens. The western mu deity carried associations with the tiger, an animal whose connection to the west in Chinese cosmological thinking goes back to the Neolithic period.

The name itself deserves attention. The standard translation is Queen Mother of the West, but this is not the only reading.

Paul Goldin, writing in the Journal of the American Oriental Society in 2002, makes a case for translating the name as Spirit-Mother of the West. His argument rests on two points. First, wang was commonly used in early Chinese to denote spirits of any kind, not exclusively royalty. Second, wangmu functioned in classical texts as an honorific for female ancestors. The classical glossary Erya uses it in this sense, and the ancient commentator Guo Pu explained that wang was added specifically to honor them. The Book of Changes uses wangmu in a context closer to grandmother or revered female ancestor than to queen.

Goldin's reading shifts the emphasis from royal status to spiritual power and ancestral authority. That fits the earliest evidence considerably better than the more familiar royal title. Both translations remain in use among scholars, and the tension between them reflects a genuine ambiguity in the earliest sources rather than a simple error on anyone's part.

David Keightley, whose decades of work on Shang divination remain foundational to the field, noted that oracle bone inscriptions rarely provide detailed descriptions of the entities they name. The charges follow standard formulaic patterns - asking whether a particular action should be taken, whether a specific event will occur, or whether a particular spirit is causing a problem that needs addressing.

Presence in this record is itself the significant fact. It means the figure was part of the active religious landscape of the Shang court at the highest level of ritual practice, not a theoretical or literary construct.

The Shang used a ten-day week and a sixty-day cycle for organizing time. Divination was conducted on a regular schedule as well as in response to specific events or concerns. The regularity of the practice means that the oracle bone archive represents a sustained, systematic engagement with the spirit world over several centuries, not a collection of isolated incidents.

The diviners who produced these records were court specialists working within a consistent ritual framework. When a figure appears repeatedly within that framework, it means she was part of a shared and stable religious vocabulary, not an occasional or marginal presence.

The majority of oracle bones were found at Anyang in modern Henan province, the last capital of the Shang dynasty. Excavations there beginning in the late nineteenth century produced an enormous archive now distributed across collections in China, Taiwan, Europe, and North America. The systematic study of these inscriptions has been one of the major projects of twentieth-century sinology, and the work is not finished. New readings, new interpretations, and new discoveries continue to refine the picture of Shang religion that the bones provide.

The philological question deserves honest acknowledgment. The Shang writing system used archaic character forms that differ significantly from later versions. Scholars have debated whether the characters referencing a western female power in the oracle bones are genuinely ancestral to the later name Xi Wangmu, or whether the connection is less direct than it appears. This is not a settled question.

What most specialists agree on is that the directional and gender associations are consistent across the gap between the oracle bones and the later texts. That consistency is meaningful even if the precise character lineage remains under discussion.

The bones are the earliest written evidence for Xi Wangmu, but they are almost certainly not the origin point. Oral traditions and ritual practices likely preceded the written record by a considerable margin. The confidence with which the oracle bone charges invoke her suggests a figure already well established in the religious imagination of the Shang court long before anyone wrote her name on bone.

Shang Dynasty Evidence

The Shang dynasty, which ruled the Yellow River region from roughly 1600 to 1046 BCE, produced the earliest documented Chinese writing, and that writing was almost entirely religious in function. The oracle bones were not administrative records or literary texts. They were instruments of communication between the human world and the spirit world.

Shang religion was not a unified theology. It was a practical framework oriented around maintaining workable relationships with a layered population of spiritual powers - ancestors, nature deities, directional forces, and the high god Di who sat above them all.

The king was the chief intermediary between the human and spirit worlds. His ritual authority was not separate from his political authority - it was the basis of it. The diviners who worked for him were specialists in navigating the relationship between the two worlds, and the records they kept were records of that navigation.

The Shang organized their understanding of the cosmos around the four directions, each associated with specific winds, spirits, and qualities. The four directional winds were not simply meteorological phenomena. They were understood as active forces with personalities and intentions, capable of bringing benefit or harm to the human world.

The Shang king's ritual authority extended across all four directions, and maintaining proper relationships with the directional powers was part of his religious responsibility. Xi Wangmu's earliest documented form was therefore not a standalone figure but part of a structured cosmological system. She had counterparts in the other directions, and her significance was partly defined by her position within that system.

The west carried the weight of endings and transitions. It was the direction of the setting sun, of the end of the day's cycle, of the approach of darkness. The entity presiding over that direction carried qualities that were qualitatively different from those of the eastern power associated with sunrise and beginnings.

This asymmetry between east and west, between beginning and ending, between the active energy of daylight and the more receptive quality of darkness, would remain attached to Xi Wangmu throughout her entire history. It is one of the most consistent threads connecting her earliest appearances to her latest.

The material culture of the Shang period provides important context for understanding her early character. Bronze vessels used in ritual feasting and ancestor veneration are decorated with zoomorphic designs - animal faces, birds, dragons - that reflect a religious world populated by powerful non-human entities.

The taotie mask, a symmetrical animal face that appears on many Shang bronzes, has been interpreted by scholars in various ways, but most agree that it represents some kind of powerful spirit being. The prevalence of animal imagery in Shang religious art is directly relevant to Xi Wangmu because her earliest literary descriptions give her explicitly animal features: tiger teeth, a leopard tail.

This placed her within a well-established visual and conceptual tradition of understanding powerful spirits as partly animal in nature. That tradition was visible in Shang bronze art centuries before the texts that describe her appearance were written.

The tiger connection is particularly significant. Cahill notes that widespread tiger images on Shang bronze offering vessels may have been associated with the western mu deity specifically, and that the association between tiger and west goes back to the Neolithic.

The tiger was not simply a powerful animal in the Shang religious imagination. It was a directional symbol, a marker of the west and of the qualities the west represented. Tiger and dragon together represented yin and yang in early Chinese cosmological thinking, before the familiar taiji symbol came into use during the medieval period.

A burial at Xishuipo in Henan, dated to around 5000 BCE, shows a dragon and tiger flanking a human burial - evidence that this pairing was already cosmologically significant in the Neolithic period. Xi Wangmu's tiger features in later texts were not arbitrary literary choices. They connected her to a visual and cosmological tradition that was already ancient by the time those texts were composed.

The role of women in Shang religion is equally relevant to understanding Xi Wangmu's origins. The tomb of Fu Hao, a consort of the Shang king Wu Ding, excavated at Anyang in 1976, contained an extraordinary collection of bronze vessels, jade objects, and weapons.

Oracle bone inscriptions confirm that Fu Hao conducted military campaigns and performed divination rituals. She was not exceptional in kind, only in degree. Other women appear in the oracle bone record as ritual specialists and figures of religious authority.

The Shang religious world accommodated powerful female figures - both human and divine - as a normal feature of its landscape. Xi Wangmu's emergence from this environment as a powerful female cosmic entity was consistent with the culture that produced her, not an anomaly within it.

Jade deserves specific mention. The Shang understood jade as a material with inherent spiritual power, capable of protecting the dead and facilitating communication with the spirit world. Jade objects - blades, discs, tubes, and figurines - appear in elite tombs and ritual contexts throughout the Shang period.

The association between jade and spiritual power persisted throughout Chinese religious history and became central to Xi Wangmu's mythology. Her paradise on Kunlun Mountain is described in later texts as built of jade. Jade functions in those texts as a material of immortality and divine presence, a substance that belongs to the spirit world as much as to the human one.

That connection drew on associations already ancient by the time the first literary descriptions of Xi Wangmu were composed - associations rooted in the Shang understanding of jade as a bridge between the human and the divine.

Xi Wangmu survived the collapse of the Shang and the establishment of the Zhou dynasty in 1046 BCE. The Zhou introduced the Mandate of Heaven, reoriented the cosmological framework around heaven and earth, and developed the ritual system that would eventually feed into Confucian thought.

Within this more formalized religious culture, the wilder figures of the Shang spirit world were somewhat domesticated, but they were not eliminated. The Erya, a classical glossary dated to roughly the third century BCE, identifies Xi Wangmu's location as the outermost point of the western wilderness. This is a geographical designation rather than a theological one, but it confirms that she remained a recognized figure in the Chinese religious imagination through the Zhou period and into the Warring States era.

Figures that are purely literary inventions or court fashions do not typically survive the collapse of the courts that produced them. Her survival across the Shang-Zhou transition suggests she was embedded in popular religious practice as well as elite culture, and that her roots ran deep enough to outlast the political and intellectual changes that transformed everything around her.

Proto-Daoist Roots

The Zhuangzi, compiled in roughly the fourth and third centuries BCE, mentions Xi Wangmu directly. In one passage she is listed among those who have attained the Dao:

Xi Wang Mu attained it and took her seat on Shao Guang mountain. No one knows her beginning and no one knows her end.

The passage places her alongside the Yellow Emperor and Pengzu - the Chinese figure of extreme longevity - as examples of beings who have achieved something beyond ordinary human understanding.

Her specific attribute among this group is unknowable antiquity. She has no origin that anyone can identify and no end that anyone can foresee. The Zhuangzi does not explain who she is. It names her and moves on, which means it expected its audience to already know. By the Warring States period, she was an established figure with a recognized set of associations, not someone who needed introduction.

The specific quality the Zhuangzi assigns to her - that no one knows her beginning or her end - is precisely the quality the text associates with genuine attainment of the Dao. She is not simply old. She is outside the normal categories of time altogether. That is a significant distinction, and it places her in a different category from the merely long-lived figures she is grouped with in the passage.

The Daodejing, dated to roughly the same period, does not name her. But its central metaphors overlap significantly with what she represents.

Chapter 6 describes the valley spirit as an inexhaustible female principle, dark and deep, the root of heaven and earth, never dying, the gateway of the mysterious female through which heaven and earth are born. Chapter 25 describes something that existed before heaven and earth, silent and formless, standing alone and unchanging, going everywhere without harm, functioning as the mother of the ten thousand things.

These are not descriptions of Xi Wangmu. But they describe the same conceptual territory she occupies. She is not the Dao in any text, but she is a female power of unknowable antiquity, associated with origins and with the processes that govern life and death, possessing knowledge not available through ordinary means.

Both she and the Daodejing drew on a common pool of earlier ideas about female cosmic power, about the west as a direction of transformation, and about the relationship between human beings and the forces that ultimately govern them. When Daoism developed as a formal tradition, it found in her a figure who already embodied many of its central concerns. The fit was not forced. It was the recognition of a deep compatibility that had existed from the beginning.

What is sometimes called proto-Daoist thought is not a single school or tradition. It is a loose cluster of ideas about nature, spontaneity, the cosmos, and the limits of human control that circulated in early China before Daoism existed as a named category.

These ideas drew on older religious traditions - the wu practices, the directional cosmology of the Shang, the mountain-spirit traditions of the Chu state - and gradually coalesced into the philosophical positions associated with the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi. Xi Wangmu did not emerge from this cluster. She and it emerged together, from the same underlying religious and cosmological environment.

The five-phase system, or wuxing, developed and systematized during the Warring States period, gave Xi Wangmu's western position a richer and more specific set of associations than it had carried in the Shang period.

The system organized the cosmos around five fundamental processes - wood, fire, earth, metal, and water - each associated with a direction, a season, a color, an organ, and a set of qualities. The west was assigned to the metal phase. Metal was associated with autumn, with contraction, with the drawing inward of vital energy, and specifically with the lungs and the breath.

This connected Xi Wangmu, through the five-phase framework, to breath cultivation and the management of vital energy - precisely the practices her later mythology associates with her most directly.

Her later title Jin Mu Yuan Jun - Metal Mother, Primordial Ruler - reflects this connection directly. She is also called Tai Yin, the Great Yin, which is simultaneously a cosmological designation and the name of the lung meridian in Chinese medicine. The lung meridian governs breath, the taking in and releasing of vital energy, and its association with autumn and with the west places it squarely within Xi Wangmu's cosmological domain.

These connections were not invented by later Daoist writers. They were built into the five-phase framework that organized Chinese cosmological thinking from the Warring States period onward. They gave Xi Wangmu's western position a medical and physiological dimension that reinforced her role as a figure associated with the cultivation of life and the extension of its span.

Early texts also connect her to practices involving the cultivation of qi - vital energy - and to techniques for extending life. These practices predate organized Daoism as a named tradition.

The worldview they reflect understands the body as a microcosm of the cosmos, vital energy as the medium through which the fundamental principles of the cosmos express themselves in the material world, and health and longevity as matters of aligning oneself with natural rhythms rather than fighting against them.

Xi Wangmu's role as the keeper of immortality - the figure who possesses the ultimate life-extending substance - makes complete sense within this worldview. She is not simply a goddess who happens to have a magic drug. She is the presiding figure of the processes of vital energy, breath, and transformation that the entire tradition of life cultivation was oriented around. That role grew naturally from her position within the cosmological system that had been developing around her since the Shang period.

Shamanic Origins

The wu were the religious specialists of early Chinese society. The character appears in oracle bone inscriptions and refers to practitioners - frequently female - who communicated with spirits, performed healing, brought rain, and mediated between the human community and the forces governing its wellbeing.

They were not priests officiating at fixed institutional rituals. Their work was more fluid and more personal: trance states, possession, dance, direct negotiation with non-human powers.

In many cases the wu was understood not merely to communicate with a spirit but to temporarily embody it - to become, for the duration of the ritual, identical with the divine power being invoked. The boundary between practitioner and deity was permeable rather than fixed. This is one of the features that distinguishes wu practice from the more distanced relationship between priest and deity that characterizes many later religious traditions.

The term shamanism is contested when applied to early China. It carries associations from Siberian and Central Asian traditions that do not map perfectly onto the Chinese context, and scholars including K.C. Chang and Sarah Allan have approached the question with appropriate caution. The caution is warranted.

But the features of wu practice - mountain retreats, spirit communication, trance, healing, the mediation of life and death - overlap with Xi Wangmu's early profile in ways that are too consistent to ignore. The overlap is not superficial. It runs through the specific details of her earliest descriptions and connects to the specific functions she performs in the earliest texts that mention her.

She is associated with wild mountainous terrain rather than human settlements. Her earliest literary appearance gives her non-human physical features. She controls plague and death. She possesses knowledge of life-extending substances.

Each of these attributes corresponds to something specific in the wu tradition. Mountains were understood as sites where the boundary between the human and spirit worlds was thin enough to cross - places where the wu went to encounter spirits and receive esoteric knowledge unavailable in the ordinary human world. Non-human physical features in early Chinese religious texts mark a figure as existing at the intersection of the human and the non-human, which is precisely where the wu operated.

Control over plague meant the ability to negotiate with the spirits causing it, which was a core wu function. Knowledge of life-extending substances was a form of esoteric pharmacological knowledge held by specialists in the spirit world's workings.

The name of one of the mountains on which Xi Wangmu appears in the Shanhaijing is directly relevant here. One passage places her on a mountain called She Wu - Snake Shaman. Wu is the Chinese name for the female shamanic practitioner. The mountain's name directly associates Xi Wangmu's dwelling place with shamanic practice, and it does so in a text that is among the oldest extended literary sources for her mythology.

This is not a subtle or ambiguous connection. The text is placing her on a mountain whose name announces its shamanic character, in a passage that describes her with the staff, stool, and headdress that Cahill identifies as still part of the shaman's paraphernalia in Taiwan today.

The Shanhaijing also describes Xi Wangmu as excelling at a particular kind of vocalization rendered in Chinese as xiao. This character does not translate easily into English. It refers to a clear, prolonged sound associated with sages and shamans - something between a sustained tone, a cry, and a musical expression.

It was compared in classical sources to the cry of a phoenix, to a long sigh, and to the sound of a zither. Its melodic quality conveyed more than words could, and it was understood to have the power to rouse winds and call spirits. The Songs of Chu use xiao in the context of shamanic rituals for calling back the soul of the deceased.

Xi Wangmu's association with this sound places her within the specific sonic practices of wu ritual, where particular vocalizations were understood as a means of crossing the boundary between the human and spirit worlds. It is a small detail in the Shanhaijing, but it is a precise one, and it connects her to a specific and well-documented aspect of wu practice.

The Jiuge, or Nine Songs, a section of the Chuci collection dated to roughly the fourth and third centuries BCE, are generally understood as liturgical texts used in wu ritual performances. They address a series of divine figures and describe the experience of invoking and being possessed by them.

The Mountain Spirit, one of the figures addressed in the Jiuge, dwells on a steep mountain, is surrounded by wild animals, wears a garland of plants, and is associated with both beauty and danger. She is not identified as Xi Wangmu, but the overlap in attributes is substantial. Both figures drew on a tradition of mountain-dwelling female spirits that was widespread in early Chinese religious culture and that fed into Xi Wangmu's mythology from multiple directions.

The Lisao, the most famous poem in the Chuci and attributed to the Chu poet Qu Yuan, describes a cosmic journey in which the speaker travels through the heavens, encounters divine figures, and attempts to reach a transcendent realm beyond the ordinary world.

The landscape of this journey - wild, mountainous, populated by divine beings who exist outside normal human categories - is the landscape of wu practice. The speaker moves through it using the techniques of the wu: spirit flight, divine encounter, the crossing of boundaries between worlds. Xi Wangmu is not named in the Lisao, but the world it describes is her world, and the practices it draws on are the practices associated with her from her earliest appearances.

The Chuci material comes from the state of Chu, in the Yangtze River region, which was culturally distinct from the northern Yellow River states where most early Chinese philosophical texts were produced. Chu maintained a more exuberant religious culture with a stronger emphasis on spirit communication and ecstatic experience.

The appearance of figures resembling Xi Wangmu in Chu religious poetry indicates that her roots were not confined to northern court culture. They extended across a broader and more geographically diverse religious landscape, which helps explain both her persistence across dynastic changes and the range of attributes she accumulated over time.

The Chu tradition contributed specific elements to her mythology - the cosmic mountain, the spirit journey, the divine female presiding over the boundary between life and death - that remained central to her character through all subsequent transformations.

The wu were healers as well as diviners. They understood illness as having spiritual causes - malevolent spirits, disruptions in the flow of vital energy - and their healing work involved addressing those causes through ritual negotiation with the spirit world as well as through practical pharmacological knowledge.

Xi Wangmu's double role in later texts as both the sender of plague and its potential remedy reflects this logic directly. A figure powerful enough to send pestilence is powerful enough to withdraw it. This is the standard structure of a powerful spirit figure in a religious system where the same forces that cause harm are the ones that must be negotiated with to end it.

The drugs of immortality she is associated with in later texts belong to the same tradition. Early Chinese pharmacology was not sharply separated from religious practice. Substances - herbs, minerals, refined compounds - were understood to have spiritual as well as physical properties, and knowledge of which substances could extend life or facilitate contact with the spirit world was esoteric knowledge held by specialists.

The figure who presides over the ultimate medicine in Chinese mythology is Xi Wangmu. That position connects her directly to the healing and life-extending knowledge traditions of the wu, and it is one of the clearest lines of continuity between her earliest shamanic associations and her fully developed mythological character.

Mathieu Remi, whose annotated translation of the Shanhaijing remains a key scholarly resource, observes of Xi Wangmu's tigress form that there are good reasons for thinking it describes a shaman in trance. Cahill draws the same conclusion, noting that the stool, headdress, and staff that appear in the earliest descriptions of Xi Wangmu are still part of the shaman's paraphernalia in Taiwan today.

The shamanic substrate of her character was not a phase she passed through on the way to becoming a goddess. It was the foundation on which everything else was built, and it remained visible beneath the accumulated layers of three thousand years of transformation.

Every later version of Xi Wangmu - the celestial hostess, the Daoist supreme goddess, the folk religion protector - carried traces of the figure who first appeared on the oracle bones: a western female power, ancient beyond reckoning, presiding over the boundary between the human world and everything beyond it.
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Chapter 2: Tiger Teeth and Leopard Tail
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Shanhaijing Description

The Shanhaijing, or Classic of Mountains and Seas, is one of the strangest texts in the Chinese literary tradition. It is not a work of philosophy or history. It is a catalogue - of mountains, rivers, plants, animals, minerals, and the spirits associated with each. Its various sections were composed at different periods, with the oldest parts likely dating to the Warring States era, roughly 475 to 221 BCE, and later sections added through the Han dynasty. It was not the work of a single author. It accumulated over time, drawing on multiple regional traditions, and it preserves material considerably older than the dates of its written composition suggest.

The text moves through its catalogue with minimal explanation. It describes creatures and places and spirits in terse, matter-of-fact language that assumes the reader already knows the broader context. It does not argue or explain. It records. This makes it an invaluable source for early Chinese religious culture precisely because it was not written to persuade anyone of anything. A text written to persuade shapes its material toward a conclusion. The Shanhaijing simply describes what was understood to exist, and in doing so preserves a picture of early Chinese religious culture that more polished literary sources obscure.

Xi Wangmu appears in the Shanhaijing in multiple passages across different chapters. The descriptions are not entirely consistent with each other, which reflects the fact that the text drew on multiple regional traditions and multiple layers of composition. The core attributes remain consistent - the tiger features, the western location, the association with death and with the stars. The details vary, and those variations are informative.

The second chapter provides the most frequently cited description. Xi Wangmu lives on Jade Mountain. She resembles a human being, but she has the teeth of a tiger and the tail of a leopard. Her hair is wild and disheveled. She wears a headdress called a sheng. She is the controller of the Grindstone and the Five Shards constellations of the heavens. She presides over the calamities sent down from heaven and over the five punishments.

Each element carries specific weight. Jade Mountain locates her in the west - jade was associated with the western direction in early Chinese cosmological thinking, the material of the metal phase, white and hard, belonging to the direction of autumn and contraction. The tiger teeth and leopard tail mark her as something other than human. The wild hair signals a figure outside the normal social order. The sheng headdress is a specific iconographic marker discussed in detail below. The stellar associations connect her to the cosmic order at the highest level. The presiding over calamities and punishments establishes her as an active force in the world, not simply a resident of a remote mountain.

The twelfth chapter returns to Xi Wangmu with a quieter description. She is seated on a stool and wears an ornament on her head. She holds a staff. To the south, three azure birds bring her nourishment. They are found to the north of the Kunlun mountains. The tiger teeth and leopard tail are absent here. What remains is the stool, the headdress, the staff, and the three birds. Suzanne Cahill identifies these objects as shamanic paraphernalia still recognizable in Taiwanese shamanic practice today - the working tools of a practitioner rather than the ornaments of a queen.

The sixteenth chapter adds further details. It describes the mountain of Wangmu in the country of the Wo people, where whoever drinks the sweet dew will be able to attain every desire. On the great mountain Kunlun is a spirit with a human face and a tiger's body and tail, both white - white being the color of the west. Xi Wangmu is again described with tiger teeth and tail, and new details appear: she lives in a cave, on a mountain that contains a thousand things.

The cave dwelling is significant. It connects her to the interior of the mountain, which in early Chinese religious thinking was understood as a space between the human world and the spirit world. The Daoist tradition would later develop the concept of grotto heavens - sacred spaces within mountains understood as entrances to divine realms - and Xi Wangmu's cave on Kunlun is one of the earliest expressions of this idea in Chinese religious literature. A tomb inscription near Chongqing, cited by Wu Hung, calls Kunlun a stone chamber that prolongs life, reflecting the same understanding of the mountain interior as a space of transformation. The Daren fu of Sima Xiangru concurs that Xi Wangmu lives in a grotto, describing the white-haired goddess as served by a three-footed crow and as unimaginably long-lived.

The Shanhaijing also contains passages describing wu - female shamanic practitioners - living on Mount Divinepower, where the hundred drugs are to be found. Another passage describes them as possessing the herb of immortality. These passages place Xi Wangmu within a broader Shanhaijing tradition of associating female shamanic figures with remote mountains and with the pharmacological knowledge of life-extending substances. She is not an isolated figure in the text. She is the most powerful expression of a type that the Shanhaijing recognizes and documents across multiple passages. The mountain that contains a thousand things is not simply her home. It is a repository of the complete pharmacopoeia of the cosmos, the full collection of substances through which the natural world's power can be accessed and directed.

The varying descriptions of Xi Wangmu across the Shanhaijing's chapters are not simply inconsistencies to be explained away. They are evidence of a figure whose character was understood differently in different parts of early China. The second chapter's fierce, tiger-toothed version and the twelfth chapter's quieter, staff-holding version are not contradictions. They are two regional traditions about the same figure, preserved side by side in a text that made no attempt to harmonize them. This preservation of contradictory traditions is itself characteristic of the Shanhaijing's method. The text was not edited toward consistency. It accumulated, and the accumulation preserved the diversity of early Chinese religious culture in ways that more carefully edited texts did not.

Mathieu Remi, whose annotated translation of the Shanhaijing remains a key scholarly resource, has noted that the text's descriptions of Xi Wangmu draw on traditions that predate the written text itself. The terse, formulaic quality of the descriptions - the way they list attributes without explaining them - suggests that these attributes were already well understood by the text's intended audience. The Shanhaijing was not introducing Xi Wangmu to its readers. It was recording what was already known about her, in the compressed notation of a catalogue rather than the expansive language of a narrative.

Anne Birrell, whose translation of the Shanhaijing is among the most accessible in English, notes that the headdress description in the second chapter has been interpreted in multiple ways by scholars. Some read it as a victory crown. Most identify it as the sheng headdress visible in the earliest stone carvings of the goddess. The difference matters because a victory crown implies a martial or triumphant character, while the sheng headdress implies a cosmic weaving function. The visual evidence from Han dynasty art strongly supports the sheng identification, and the sheng's significance is discussed in detail in the following section.

Wild Appearance

The physical description of Xi Wangmu in the Shanhaijing is one of the most striking things about her early mythology. Tiger teeth, leopard tail, wild hair, sheng headdress, staff, stool, cave dwelling, animal attendants. Every element marks her as a figure who exists outside the normal human social order. Understanding what each element meant in its original context requires looking at both the textual and the visual evidence together, and at the specific cultural traditions each element drew on.

The tiger teeth are the most immediately striking feature. The white tiger was the guardian of the west in the four-symbol system that organized Chinese cosmological geography - the azure dragon of the east, the vermilion bird of the south, the black tortoise of the north, and the white tiger of the west. Xi Wangmu's tiger teeth do not simply make her frightening. They identify her with the western direction at the most fundamental cosmological level. She does not merely live in the west. She embodies it.

The tiger's cosmological significance in China goes back considerably further than the Shanhaijing. A burial at Xishuipo in Henan, dated to around 5000 BCE, shows a dragon and tiger flanking a human burial, evidence that this pairing was already cosmologically significant in the Neolithic period. Shang dynasty Yü bronzes of the early period were cast in the form of a tigress clasping children in her paws - interpreted by scholars as either a clan ancestress or a shamanic initiator - and tigers flank the head of a child being born on a colossal fangding vessel. The taotie mask that appears on innumerable Shang and Zhou offering vessels represents tigers on ritual bronzes and masks. The tiger was not a symbol that the Shanhaijing invented for Xi Wangmu. It was a symbol with three thousand years of cosmological and ritual significance behind it by the time the text was composed.

The I Jing adds another dimension to the tiger symbolism. A line from Hexagram 49, Ge, reads: the great person tiger-changes. The hexagram concerns transformation and revolution - the capacity to change the nature of things fundamentally rather than superficially. A figure who embodies the tiger is a figure who embodies this capacity for fundamental transformation. This is consistent with Xi Wangmu's role as a figure who controls the boundary between life and death, between the mortal and the immortal, between the human world and everything beyond it. Her tiger nature is not simply a marker of danger. It is a marker of transformative power.

The leopard tail adds a different dimension. Leopards in early Chinese culture were associated with ferocity and with a kind of beauty inseparable from danger. The combination of tiger teeth and leopard tail gives Xi Wangmu a composite animal character - she draws on the most powerful and dangerous qualities of multiple animals simultaneously. This kind of composite description is characteristic of powerful spirit beings in early Chinese religious texts. It signals a figure whose nature exceeds any single category, who cannot be contained within the boundaries that define ordinary beings.

The wild hair carries strong social meaning. In early Chinese culture, properly dressed hair was a marker of civilization and participation in the human community. Disheveled hair was its opposite - it marked mourning, madness, spirit possession, and figures who stood outside the social order. The oldest Chinese dictionary, the Shuowen Jiezi, defines wu as a woman who is able to render herself invisible, and with dance to invoke gods to come down, and describes the character as depicting a person dancing with two sleeves. The wu were associated with wild hair in ritual contexts. When Xi Wangmu appears with disheveled hair in the Shanhaijing, she is being placed in the same category - a figure who operates outside the constraints of civilized society and has access to powers not available to those who remain within it.

The sheng headdress is one of the most discussed elements of Xi Wangmu's early iconography, and the scholarly debate about its meaning illuminates the range of associations she carried. Cahill argues that it marks her as a cosmic weaver who creates and maintains the universe, comparing its shape to ancient depictions of constellations - circles connected by lines - corresponding to Xi Wangmu's stellar powers. The classical sources explain the meanings of sheng as overcoming and height. The medieval Di Wang Shi Zhi connects it specifically to a loom mechanism the goddess holds.

Other scholars have read the sheng differently. Its horizontal band with circular or flared ends has been interpreted as a victory crown, as a loom component, as a stellar map, and as a symbol of the weaving that maintains the cosmic order. These interpretations are not mutually exclusive. The sheng may have carried multiple associations simultaneously, which is consistent with the way early Chinese religious symbols generally worked - accumulating meanings rather than being fixed to a single referent.

What the visual evidence makes clear is that the sheng was a consistent and recognizable marker of Xi Wangmu's identity across centuries of artistic production. Han dynasty stone carvings from Shandong, tomb tiles from Sichuan, and bronze mirrors from across the empire all show the goddess with the sheng headdress in a form that is immediately recognizable. The sheng was regarded as an auspicious symbol during the Han dynasty, and people exchanged sheng tokens as gifts on stellar holidays, particularly the Double Seven festival celebrated on the seventh day of the seventh month. This festival was associated with Xi Wangmu's descent among humans and with women's weaving and textile arts. The sheng headdress therefore connected Xi Wangmu simultaneously to the cosmic order through its stellar associations and to the specifically female domain of weaving, which in early China was understood as a microcosmic reflection of the cosmic weaving that maintained the fabric of the universe.

The visual evidence from Han dynasty art adds considerable depth to the textual descriptions. The first-century CE Xiaotangshan shrine in Shandong shows Xi Wangmu as a representation of the yin cosmic force, positioned on the western gable of the funerary shrine opposite a figure representing yang. Wu Hung's analysis of this shrine notes that the composition is designed around a yin-yang opposition, with Xi Wangmu embodying the yin principle in its western, feminine, autumnal aspect. The sheng headdress is clearly visible in the carving, and the goddess is shown receiving worshippers and mythical animals who approach her from either side.

The Wu Liang shrine, dated to around 151 CE and also in Shandong, represents a further development of this iconographic tradition. Here Xi Wangmu is shown in a perfectly symmetrical composition, positioned at the apex of the western gable with animals and immortals arranged on either side moving toward her. Wu Hung notes that while all the secondary figures are shown in profile, Xi Wangmu is portrayed frontally - facing the viewer directly rather than interacting with the figures around her. This frontal, hieratic composition is what Wu Hung calls iconic rather than narrative. It is designed not to tell a story but to present a deity for direct veneration. The viewer confronts Xi Wangmu face to face, and she stares back.

This shift from narrative to iconic composition in Xi Wangmu's visual representation is significant. Wu Hung argues that the iconic format was derived from Indian Buddhist art, which was being introduced to China during the Eastern Han period. The Buddha images appearing in China at this time shared the frontal, symmetrical, hieratic composition that was simultaneously developing in Xi Wangmu imagery. The two traditions influenced each other, and in some cases the figures were interchangeable - on certain Sichuan money tree bases, a Buddha image appears in the position normally occupied by Xi Wangmu, in the same iconic format.

The Sichuan tradition of Xi Wangmu imagery developed along different lines from the Shandong tradition. In Sichuan, Xi Wangmu was not paired with a male counterpart as the embodiment of yin opposite yang. Instead, she was flanked by the symbols of both cosmic forces - the sun and moon - and understood as an absolute being beyond the opposing forces rather than as one pole of a duality. Wu Hung describes this as promoting her to an even higher position than the Shandong tradition allowed - not the yin principle in opposition to yang, but the totality that encompasses both.

The dragon and tiger throne on which Xi Wangmu is seated in Sichuan tomb art expresses this totality visually. The dragon represented yang and the east. The tiger represented yin and the west. A figure enthroned on both simultaneously was a figure who transcended the opposition between them. This iconographic choice reflects a theological position - Xi Wangmu is not simply the western, yin, autumnal power. She is the power that contains and transcends all such oppositions.

An important find near Tengzhou in Shandong shows Xi Wangmu with a leopard's body, tail, claws, teeth, and whiskers, but a woman's face wearing the sheng headdress. Votaries make offerings to her on both sides. This carving is one of the clearest visual expressions of the composite human-animal character described in the Shanhaijing. It demonstrates that the fearsome, partly animal version of Xi Wangmu remained visually present in Han dynasty art even as more refined versions of her image were developing simultaneously. The two versions coexisted. The refined celestial queen and the tiger-toothed wilderness spirit were not sequential stages in a linear development. They were simultaneous expressions of a figure whose character was capacious enough to contain both.

The money trees of Sichuan provide some of the most elaborate visual expressions of Xi Wangmu's iconography. These bronze trees, placed in Han dynasty tombs, have branches densely decorated with coin motifs and mythological images. Xi Wangmu is seated at the top on her dragon and tiger throne, surrounded by animals and figures performing acrobatics, playing musical instruments, riding horses, and playing chess. The ceramic bases show people ascending Kunlun mountain through its caverns, moving upward through multiple levels toward the goddess at the summit. Wu Hung interprets the money tree as a symbol of both immortality and worldly prosperity - a representation of the world where people hoped to abide, full of sunlight, riches, and deathlessness.

Warring States bronze vessels provide earlier visual evidence that connects Xi Wangmu's iconography to the broader wu tradition. Multiple bronzes from this period show women officiating in ceremonies - dancing with staffs, beating drums, making offerings inside stepped and pillared temples, wearing horned headdresses. A bowl in the Shanghai museum shows women preparing offerings inside a temple, with other women performing the sleeve dance among trees as another woman plays a drum resting on two birds. The Curtis vase in the Louvre shows similar scenes: women dancing, running with staffs, beating drums and gongs, blowing trumpets, making offerings with ritual bronzes. The staff that Xi Wangmu holds in the twelfth chapter of the Shanhaijing is not an isolated detail. It is part of a well-documented visual tradition of female ritual specialists carrying staffs in ceremonial contexts going back to the Warring States period.

Susan Erickson's study of Han dynasty jade plaques, tomb bricks, and bronzes documents female sleeve dancers in funerary and cosmological contexts across the Han empire. Erickson notes that the funerary and cosmological settings mean that these dancers are not simply skilled performers. They enact their role in a space between the bright celestial regions, where the sun and moon are eternal, and the darkness of the underworld. They are part of the vertical axis by which the soul travels to the heavens. Xi Wangmu's position at the apex of this cosmological scheme - the figure toward whom the soul's journey is directed - is consistent with her role as the presiding figure of the boundary between the human world and the divine.

Among the animal figures in Xi Wangmu's retinue, the nine-tailed fox deserves specific attention. The fox appears in the Shanhaijing in connection with Xi Wangmu's domain, and it is one of the most persistent elements of her iconography across centuries of artistic and literary production. In early Chinese religious culture, the nine-tailed fox was a figure of immense ambiguity - associated with longevity, with dangerous transformation, with the capacity to take human form and cross the boundary between the animal and human worlds. Nine tails specifically indicated extreme age and accumulated power. A fox that had lived long enough to grow nine tails had accumulated enough vital energy to transform itself and to transform others. Its presence in Xi Wangmu's retinue was not decorative. It was a marker of the kind of power she presided over - the power of transformation across fundamental boundaries, the power that accumulates over vast stretches of time, the power that belongs to beings who have existed long enough to transcend the categories that define ordinary creatures.

The dancing toad and the elixir-pounding hare that also appear in Xi Wangmu's iconography carry similar associations. The toad was connected to the moon - Chang E's transformation into a toad after drinking the elixir linked the lunar and the immortality traditions directly. The hare pounding the elixir of immortality in a mortar was one of the most widely reproduced images in Han dynasty art, appearing on bronze mirrors, tomb tiles, and stone carvings across the empire. Together, these figures - the nine-tailed fox, the dancing toad, the elixir hare, the three azure birds, the three-footed crow - constituted a retinue of beings each associated with transformation, longevity, and the crossing of boundaries between worlds. Xi Wangmu presided over all of them, which meant she presided over the full range of transformative powers they represented.

Plague Goddess

The Shanhaijing describes Xi Wangmu as presiding over the calamities sent down from heaven and over the five punishments. She is not simply a figure who lives in the west and has animal features. She is an active force in the world, capable of sending down harm on human beings. The calamities she controls include plague, and her role as a plague goddess is one of the most consistent and least discussed aspects of her early character.

The five punishments referred to in the Shanhaijing description were a legal and cosmological category in early Chinese thought. In a legal context they referred to the five standard punishments of the Chinese legal system. In a cosmological context they referred more broadly to the punitive powers of heaven - the capacity of the cosmic order to enforce its norms through suffering and death. Xi Wangmu's presiding over these punishments places her in the role of a cosmic enforcer, a figure who administers the consequences of transgression against the natural and moral order.

The stellar associations in the Shanhaijing description are directly connected to this punitive role. She controls the Grindstone and the Five Shards constellations. The Grindstone was understood as the point where the cosmic axis connects to heaven. Guo Pu, the fourth-century commentator on the Shanhaijing, interpreted her stellar control as referring to the mechanisms through which heaven's influence on the human world was exercised. Controlling these constellations meant controlling the machinery through which heaven's will was enforced on earth.

The connection between Xi Wangmu and plague specifically is documented in multiple early sources. The Huainanzi, compiled under the patronage of Liu An, Prince of Huainan, who died in 122 BCE, contains the first written reference to Xi Wangmu granting the elixir of immortality. But the same broader tradition documents her role as a sender of pestilence. This double role - as both the source of plague and the potential remedy for it - is not a contradiction. It reflects the logic of a religious system in which the same powers that cause harm are the ones that must be propitiated to end it.

The wu tradition provides the framework for understanding this double role. The Guoyü, a text dated to roughly the third century BCE, describes the original function of the wu in terms that illuminate Xi Wangmu's position:

Anciently, men and spirits did not intermingle. At that time there were certain persons who were so perspicacious, single-minded, and reverential that their understanding enabled them to make meaningful collation of what lies above and below, and their insight to illumine what is distant and profound. Therefore the spirits would descend upon them. The possessors of such powers were, if men, called xi, and, if women, wu. It is they who supervised the positions of the spirits at the ceremonies, sacrificed to them, and otherwise handled religious matters. As a consequence, the spheres of the divine and the profane were kept distinct. The spirits sent down blessings on the people, and accepted from them their offerings. There were no natural calamities.

The passage then explains that later the divine and profane became intermixed, causing misfortune, so that the communication between heaven and earth had to be cut. The wu were the figures who maintained the boundary between the divine and the human, and when that boundary was properly maintained, there were no natural calamities. Xi Wangmu, as the presiding figure of the western wilderness and the controller of the constellations through which heaven's will was exercised, occupied the same structural position at the cosmic level that the wu occupied at the human level. She was the figure who controlled the boundary between the ordered cosmos and the forces of destruction that lay beyond it.

The wu tradition also included a specific practice of rainmaking that illuminates Xi Wangmu's power over natural forces. Edward Schafer's detailed study of ritual exposure in ancient China documents a practice called pu wu, in which female shamans were exposed to sun and fire as a rain-making sacrifice. Oracle bone inscriptions from the Shang period describe female shamans named Yang, Fang, and Fan performing this ritual. The logic was one of sympathetic magic - seeking yin by means of yin, drawing water by scorching a water element. The wu stood or sat in the sun, or were surrounded by a ring of fire. This sacrificial act was understood as a way of calling the rains.

The rainmaking power was not a minor or peripheral aspect of the wu tradition. Rain governed agriculture, and agriculture governed survival. A figure who controlled rain controlled the most fundamental condition of human life. The wu who performed the pu wu ritual were not simply performing a ceremony. They were exercising a power over the natural world that was understood as real and consequential. Xi Wangmu's presiding over the calamities sent down from heaven included drought as well as plague, and the rainmaking tradition of the wu was one of the oldest expressions of the same power she embodied at the cosmic level.
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