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The Opening of the Silk Road and the Evolution of Kunlun Mythology
Li Binghai

Abstract: The Kunlun mythology recorded in The Classic of Mountains and Seas belongs to two distinct regions
and time periods. The Kunlun mentioned in the Southern Mountains refers to the Yinshan Mountain in the Hetao region
and was composed during the Pre—Qin period. The Kunlun in the Classic of Seas ( “Hai Jing” ) refers to the
Karakoram Mountains and were written down after the establishment of the overland Silk Road in the Western Han
Dynasty. The historical evolution of Kunlun mythology from Shan Jing to Hai Jing is reflected in four aspects:
waterway names showing the migration from the Hetao region to the Western Regions, the emergence of vast and deep
pools, the transition from a natural capital to a magnificent imperial palace, and the evolution of guardian deities from
roaming freely to being stationed diligently to the east. The opening of the Silk Road provided significant opportunities
and momentum for the evolution of Kunlun mythology. Throughout this process, Kunlun mythology incorporated various
elements from Western Region cultures, transforming from a purely Central Plains mythology into a fusion of Central
Plains and Western Region myths, particularly closely connected to the legend of the Anabodalu from ancient Indian
Buddhism.

Key words: the Silk Road; Kunlun mythology; early writing; historical evolution
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