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Commentary 4

Interregional Exchange and Maritime Beliefs in Ancient China

WANG Haiyan

As scholars have pointed out, exchange between
different regions is realized through the movement of
people, goods, and information. Alongside these
movements, maritime beliefs also flow to other regions in
various forms. In ancient China, the relationship between
interregional exchange and maritime beliefs manifested in
distinct ways.

In present-day Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province, the Yu
Temple has long existed as a space venerating the flood-
control deity Yu the Great. While Yu the Great represents
the faith of an agricultural society originating in the
northern regions, legends recounting his arrival in the
Shaoxing area by boat suggest this faith was transmitted
via river routes from other regions. Furthermore, according
to records from the Wei, Jin, and Southern and Northern
Dynasties period (220-589 CE) cited in Song Dynasty
historical materials, the Yu Temple also enshrined the
Eastern Sea Holy Maiden, who was traditionally regarded
as a goddess from the sea. This co-enshrinement suggests
a belief system brought by people who crossed the sea,
reflecting not only the coexistence of beliefs in multiple
deities, but also the intermingling of people from different
regions.

During the Song Dynasty, population mobility increased,
leading to the creation of numerous folk beliefs. Moreover,
exchanges between Song China and Goryeo flourished
through merchants and Buddhist monks. Diplomatic
relations with Goryeo significantly influenced Song-era
maritime beliefs. Each time a Song envoy was dispatched
to Goryeo, the Sea God of the East Sea—venerated as the
national deity of navigation—saw its miraculous
capabilities emphasized and its divine status grow ever
higher. Though a state-sponsored ritual, this maritime faith

permeated Taoism and merchant communities alike.

The Song Dynasty's diplomatic fleets to Goryeo
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consisted of “divine ships” and “commercial vessels.” The
“commercial vessels” were merchant ships recruited from
the Fujian and ancient Liangzhe regions, with Fujian and
Liangzhe sea merchants serving as the primary navigators.
To ensure the safety of mission ships, Song envoys and
merchants performed prayers and rituals to various
national, Buddhist, Taoist, and folk sea deities both before
departure and during voyages. According to the l/lustrated
Record of the Xuanhe Mission to Goryeo, when
encountering storms or other perils, sailors would pray to
the sea deities of Fujian or Liangzhe, depending on their
place of origin. The Yanyu deity of Fuzhou was one such
deity. Recognized by the imperial court in 1123 CE (5"
year of the Xuanhe era) as a deity with miraculous
capabilities in protecting Song envoy ships, it was granted
the temple plaque inscription “Zhao Li.”, A Zhaoli Temple
was similarly established in Dinghai County, Mingzhou, to
pray for the safety of the Song envoy's sea crossing in the
5" year of the Xuanhe era. Thus, it can be imagined that the
Yanyu deity belief permeated Dinghai when it was
worshipped by merchants from regions like Fuzhou who
traveled to Dinghai. Incidentally, even in the famous
legends associated with the Mazu belief, there is a scene
depicting divine intervention during the same Song envoy
sea crossing.

In short, even when regional maritime beliefs travel with
merchants and immigrants, they retain their local character
and are not easily understood by people from other regions.
However, by emphasizing the relevance of such exchanges
between nations or regions, beliefs can transcend regional
boundaries and, with national endorsement, spread to

broader areas.
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