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The Goddess of the Luo River: The Shaping of a Tradition

Shih Shou-chien

The Institute of History and Philology
Academia Sinica

As one of the most popular female figure image in the Chinese art history,
“Luoshen” not only refers to Cao Zhi’s poem, but also includes Wang Xianzhi’s
calligraphic and Gu Kaizhi’s pictorial creations inspired by the poem. Numerous
works have been created through responding to this collective image, each
representing a distinctive interpretation of its own time, and serving as the
foundation for future re-interpretations.

This paper starts with a discussion of efforts trying to reestablish the “Luoshen”
tradition in the 12th century. Besides Emperor Huitsong’s engraving Wang
Xianzhi’s “Luoshen” on a stele, Song court painters’ recreating Gu Kaizhi’s illustration
is also remarkable. Their “Luoshenfu tu”, judging from the three versions still
extant today, reveals an emphasis on fantastic elements of the text and a preference
on applying their own imagination to create archaic images. Unlike the 12th-
century interpretation, Wei Jiuding and Ni Tsan from the chaotic 14th century
collaboratively represented the “Luoshen” as a purified, idealized goddess, while
Qiu Yin from Suzhou of the 16th century transformed the goddess into a secular
beauty responding to the taste of its highly commercialized society. When
“Luoshenfu tu” entered the imperial collection in the 18th century, Emperor
Qianlong not only had it assertively remounted, but also commissioned his court
painter Ding Guanpeng to make a “copy”, but following his revisionist directions.
Its result is a demonstration of the emperor’s dominant attitude toward the past
“Luoshen” tradition.

The historical development of “Luoshen” can also be considered as one the best
examples representing the shaping process of the “thematic tradition”. Compared
with the “master tradition”, the “thematic tradition” very often plays a more
significant role in the painting history of China.

Keywords: The Goddess of the Luo River, Gu Kaizhi, Cao Zhi,
Wang Xianzhi, Huitsong, Wei Jiuding, Ni Tsan, Qiu Yin, Qianlong,
Ding Guanpeng
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